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A golden age for journalism?
Jack Waterford
The information explosion demands good journalists to make 
sense of  a complex world and explain it to busy readers.
I spend a fair bit of  my life making mordant comments about journalism, not least when I am talking to teachers and fellow practitioners of  it but I want to start  on a positive note by 
observing that at some stage in the future most of  us will think that 
this was a golden age for our craft, and look back on it lovingly. 
Whether they will think that we squandered our opportunities, I do 
not yet know, but when I move from this to talking about some 
of  the challenges for the future, I think that in the background 
we probably have to bear in mind some of  the good things about 
changes that have occurred and whether we might be making better 
use of  our opportunities.
Some background business comments first. Although most 
newspapers are facing declining circulations, and no one has yet found 
a solution for that problem, newspapers in general have never been 
more profitable, and what they have lost in sales of  individual copies, 
they have more than made up in consumption of  extra newsprint for 
those who are purchasing them. The papers, by and large, are much 
bigger than they were before. From an owner’s point of  view, that is 
primarily because they are carrying more advertisements and hence 
generating more income — for most newspapers, advertising revenue 
exceeds circulation revenue by four to one — but even from an 
ordinary journalists’ point of  view, that extra bulk is creating a bigger 
editorial hole — in most cases about twice what it was about 30 years 
ago. I edit a modest metropolitan daily, one, moreover, that is to 
a degree rationing its newsprint because of  massive cost increases 
brought about by the decline in the Australian dollar, but, even 
so, we are publishing on an average day nearly 100,000 editorial 
words — say two full length novels — and that is about 150 percent 
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more than we were publishing on an average day when I first 
entered its doors.
I do not want to harp on the old days, good or bad, but some 
distance is also a time to reflect that in those days, the average 
journalist had only a secondary school education and lived in an 
environment in which it could be much more truly said than now that 
they were regarded by their masters as mere inputs into production, 
skilled workers at most, and able to be replaced at will. It is fashionable 
to say that one of  the reasons why journalists became much more 
involved in commentary and analysis was because of  the changes 
imposed on newspapers by the competition of  the broadcast media, 
but the truth is that it has been much more a function of  the fact that 
journalists have in the meantime acquired many more skills and much 
more expertise, so that habits of  deference and notions of  being the 
passive observer and recorder are no longer so appropriate. Again it 
is always fashionable to speak of  the wicked habits and secret agendas 
of  newspaper proprietors — and, as with the poor these will always 
be with us — but the fact is that compared with a generation ago, the 
columns of  most newspapers contain an incredibly catholic variety 
of  opinion and comment, that the interference of  proprietors is 
today much more focused towards circulation success and the bottom 
revenue line than the promulgation of  the views or interests of  
owners, and that a far higher degree of  editorial freedom prevails on 
most newspapers than at any time in our history. Newspapers have 
generally become forum newspapers, seeing their best marketing 
opportunities in reaching out to as wide an audience as possible, 
rather than mere vehicles of  owners’ views about what the masses 
ought to know about. The same change is noticeable about most of  
the western world, though in Britain most newspapers are far more 
obviously tied to party lines.
By editorial freedom, I mean, of  course, primarily the freedom 
of  the editor rather than the right of  every journalist to write 
exactly what she likes, confident that it will be published without any 
change. There are always choices made by editorial managers about 
how resources are deployed. Yet even at the individual level, most 
journalists have far greater freedom of  action than at any time in our 
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history and in most cases of  which I am aware the journalist who is 
complaining of  having too much of  her copy spiked would find that 
defensible news judgments have more to do with it than anything 
which can be called censorship.
The range of  human affairs about which journalists write and 
broadcast has massively expanded, if  at a somewhat faster rate than 
the number of  journalists hired to cover them. There are still staples 
of  news — particularly in the front sections — politics, government, 
courts, police, sport, business and the town hall, for example — but 
there is a far greater coverage of  culture and the arts, of  a host of  
social welfare issues, of  leisure and recreation, sociology, families 
and ordinary human problems. There are bigger and generally better 
magazines allowing scope for interviewing, profiling and coverage of  
issues and events at greater depth. Some of  the journalism going into 
these areas may well be — is — far too sloppy and feel-good, but 
it would be idle to pretend that the expansion of  writing into this 
area does not also create opportunities for new types of  journalists 
and new types of  journalism.
The journalist of  today may live too ordered a life to be dedicated 
to comforting the afflicted and afflicting the comfortable. An 
increasing number of  journalists are working nine-to-five hours, and 
in pleasant working environments. Even those who do not live a life 
of  middle class ease are by and large far better equipped with tools of  
the trade than ever before. Some of  the tools are physical things such 
as laptops and sophisticated communications equipment. Others 
are a little more intangible — access to the internet for reaearch 
purposes, enormously better access to information generally, far 
readier capacity to move copy and to maintain contacts with contacts 
and with editors. The importance of  some other things now so old hat 
that we forget how new they are such as the photocopier, the mobile 
phone and the facsimile machine should also not be underestimated: 
it has massively increased the availability of  information to us, even 
if  it has posed some dangers too.
I do not think that there is any word I hate more than convergence, 
but it cannot be denied that we are already seeing an explosion 
of  opportunities creating by old and new forms of  media coming 
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together. Once we as journalists feared that the doing so would 
actually reduce job prospects for journalists, but, so far, the evidence 
is in precisely the opposite direction. I see a day not too far away, 
indeed I am hoping that the Canberra Times can soon start on such 
a project, where readers can use the Internet not only to deepen 
their knowledge of  stories which we have delivered to them in print 
but which can, in effect, allow the reader to look over the reporter’s 
shoulder — seeing the base materials, say the Prime Minister’s speech, 
a copy of  the full statement of  the details of  the scheme he was 
announcing, background archived material including reports on the 
subject published by other newspapers and broadcast mediums, and 
other statements and transcripts of  comments made about it by 
experts and interested parties, and so on.
 It could obviously not include access to information supplied in 
confidence, though the very establishment of  such a scheme might 
well provide a useful discipline on those who are a little too careless 
in their willingness to use such sources. A fully developed scheme 
might even be interactive, allowing members of  the public and or 
interested parties to make comments on the report, or issues that it 
raises, or matters which they think might be followed up. And, of  
course, one might well imagine that it might include any fresh updating 
material which has emerged since the report was published.
I do not think that most readers are going to be deeply interested, 
in part because the greater majority will either find their interest 
sated by proper journalistic summarisation in the newspaper, and 
because, in any event, it is daunting enough merely to absorb all the 
information in the paper without finding the need, on most issues, 
to examine the raw materials and, in effect, duplicate the work of  the 
journalist. Yet some will be interested, and the sort of  interest they 
will have complements the newsaper and the Internet site — one can 
scarcely do without the other.
Sticking to that point for a second, another reason for some 
optimism about the future of  journalism is the sheer barrage of  
information reaching us. Once perhaps, the primary job of  the 
average journalist was to trudge the streets or to visit offices in 
the search for something called news. What news emerged had to 
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be digested, extra information obtained and then presented in a 
fashion which would normally arrange the information in order of  
newsworthiness, of  a length and placement proportionate to its 
importance. Today the fundamental job of  most journalists involves 
sifting. Some of  the ultimate processes are the same, but much 
more time is spent simply sorting through the available material and 
determining what is important enough to put in the paper. At the 
Canberra Times, we throw out each day at least 200 times more words 
than we publish, and that is not taking into account information 
retrieved from archives or the internet.
We get thousands of  press releases a day, increasingly not only by 
mail or facsimile but also by email. We get, more or less automatically, 
hundreds of  extra items ranging from court judgments, auditor-
general’s reports, council minutes, parliamentary committee hansards, 
annual reports, and so on which at the very least demand a cursory 
read. The job of  scanning and getting this material to responsible 
journalists, then making decisions about where we will place our 
resources, commands more and more resources each day. It is a job, 
of  course, which engages every reporters and every sub-editor. The 
point that I am making here, however, is no so much in stressing 
some sort of  internal gatekeeping role, but the increased importance 
of  the journalist as an agent in the reader in taking on the job of  
sorting through this barrage so that they do not have to bother with 
it. The great majority, of  course, have no appetite for doing the 
job themselves — the point which I think underlines one of  the 
limitations of  devices such as the Internet.
That explosion of  information sources is much more marked on 
the big city newspapers. It is not so obvious with newspapers that 
are closely focused on much smaller communities, where often, 
in any event, that is a lot less information flowing around. Even 
there, however, are new opportunities coming from wider arrays of  
information now considered as news.
Of  course we all know now that most of  the readers have access 
to alternative sources of  information. Those who are hungry for 
news do not only read, say, my newspaper. About 40 percent of  
newspaper readers in Canberra take at least three newspapers every 
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day- mercifully for me, the Canberra Times is one of  them about 
95 percent of  the time. Just the same people are waking up to 
morning television, the ABC news and AM, are listening to other 
news broadcasts during the day and television current affairs shows 
at night. They are also using the internet, particularly when they 
go to work. So far the evidence is that only a very few of  these 
very news hungry people use only one medium, or are dropping 
particular mediums, such as newspapers, for the Internet. The biggest 
consumers of  news on the Internet are the biggest consumers of  
news in any medium.
Of  course 60 percent of  our newspaper-readers are taking only 
one newspaper — almost invariably ours, and they expect that it will 
contain a daily diet of  all that they want and need to know about 
about. Most of  these people are not as strongly news-hungry as the 
others — a reason why they also consume proportionately less 
news in other mediums as well — but my journalists are writing 
for them as well, and it is a part of  the professional challenge that 
one must make news judgments and write in such a way that one 
satisfies their needs too.
I mentioned earlier the problems of  declining circulations. Perhaps 
it is in part because the increasing availability of  news from other 
mediums satisfies an increasing proportion of  those who are not so 
news hungry. Perhaps it is in part because we are more boring or 
otherwise less necessary in their lives. Perhaps it vis in part because 
the pressures of  modern life and the modern workday means that 
people simply do not have the time even to skim-read the equivalent 
of  two novels. In the case of  the Sydney Morning Herald it may even be 
because its new typography makes it impossible to read for anyone 
over the age of  45. Each of  these may be a factor. But there is another 
one too which should be considered, because I think it as much a 
challenge and an opportunity as it is a problem.
Historically, beginning to take a daily newspaper as a matter of  
habit has been a part of  settling down. We tend to do it at about the 
same time we get married, and acquire a mortgage. Until then, regular 
newspaper reading has been a rather more peripatetic thing. Now, if  
you consider this, one of  the very relevant factors is that people are 
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now marrying very much later and are now very much more mobile. 
They do ultimately settle down. When they do, they still tend to 
subscribe to the newspaper. The problem for us is that it is later in 
their life cycle, and that, particularly during weekdays, penetrations 
among people aged 20 to 35 are quite poor. It tends to mean too, 
that the average age of  a newspaper reader is older and getting older 
than the general population — something which makes some people 
think that we are ultimately doomed.
Hence all of  the activity — most of  which seems unavailing — 
about attracting younger readers and about being more meaningful, 
viable and relevant to the younger generation. It may well be, however, 
that much of  this activity is counterproductive. Existing older readers 
find much of  this pandering tiresome, and it might make some 
marginal older readers drop off  because they do not think the paper 
speaks to them any more. At the same time, quite a few younger 
people will judge, accurately enough that much of  this new hip 
crap was conceived and executed by some old fogie like me and 
continue to stay away.
I want the paper to appeal to and to talk to everyone. But more 
than readership demographics are involved. There is in fact a general 
demographic shift which deserves more recognition. The fact is that 
the set of  older people is increasing, and will continue to do so during 
our lifetimes. I do not mean only the 70-plus, but also the 35-plus, 
the 45-plus the 55-plus and so on. Old age pyramids are beginning to 
turn into rectangles as younger people are having fewer children and 
not replacing those who pop off  at the other end.
I am not sure whether we can inculcate habits which create 
seven-day sales to people who have not settled down. What I do 
know is that the number of  people who have settled down will be 
bigger in the future than it is today, and that so far, Internet or not, 
they are quick to pick up the habit. And, forget for a moment the fads 
of  some people for the youth market. The most significant market 
for the advertiser, the set of  people with the greatest consumption 
and the greatest disposable incomes, is precisely in the field of  people 
who tend to acquire newspaper-buying habits. Without being too 
vulgar about it, while marketeers chase that spending the future of  
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good newsapers is assured. In that context, good may mean newsapers 
which treat that section of  the market most seriously.
Ah but will not that market progressively wither as the internet 
takes over. If  you want to buy a house, is it not much more convenient 
to do it on a screen, where you can search it by any number of  criteria, 
such as price, location, number of  bedrooms and so on, then do 
a virtual walk through the house, see it from 10 perspectives, and, 
probably search council and planning records and a draft contract. 
Can a newspaper ever compete?
Perhaps not, for someone who has decided that they want to buy 
a house. For them, the internet might be the place to go, assuming 
that they know what they want. But the problem about this is that 
about 60 percent of  the houses sold in Canberra last weekend were 
sold by or bought by people who did not realise that they were in the 
housing market at all until they bought a copy of  the Canberra Times. 
Lots of  people browse the real estate. Sometimes just for a perve, or 
because you might incidentally gain intelligence about who’s moving 
or divorcing or whatever. Lots of  others browse it because they are 
curious about how house sales are going and what theirs might be 
worth. These are the people who are unlikely to browse through 
a focused internet site but who will in fact engage in more than 
half  the transactions, once they are suddenly stirred to action by an 
appreciation of  the value of  their own house or the realisation that 
there is a better one more cheap than they thought.
It is much the same with positions vacant advertising. By and large, 
those who will scroll through computer screens of  vacant jobs are 
those who are unemployed or who are discontent with their present 
jobs. If  you are in secure employment and reasonably happy, you 
are far less likely to be searching. But those who are advertising jobs 
particularly want the interest of  just those people — those whose 
interest will be stirred by a better salary or an interesting challenge if  
only their attention can be drawn to it.
In this respect it is sometimes useful to think of  a newspaper as 
a busy bazaar in an Indian street, in which many hawkers are calling 
out their wares to people passing by. Some are just strolling, others 
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are focused on something, in just the same way that some readers are 
simply turning the pages and others are intent on a particular story. Yet 
everyone can be distracted, and the real pickings come not from those 
who were always going to buy but those who were suddenly brought 
to a realisation that this — whatever it is — is a bargain.
It is still the mass audience that a good newspaper can deliver to its 
advertisers. A high proportion, of  course, may not be attracted at all. 
Similarly, a few may have searched out and bought the goods even had 
there been no ad. In the middle are those who might be sold.
The point that I am coming to here is than in this context 
newspapers might be making a mistake in filling up the middle and 
back of  their paper with gay little sections dealing with food and 
wine, and cars, and lifestyle and going out. These magazines and 
sections may be self-selecting readers but not be interesting enough 
that the casual reader will browse them. Personally, I rather dislike 
these sections for personal reasons in any event. In many cases, in 
many newspapers, the subjects are pap and the writing is crap — and 
by no means subject to the same editorial scrutiny that the real stuff  
of  a newspaper gets. Increasingly, as we in the industry have become 
infatuated by them as devices to get focused advertising or to appear 
with it, we have removed resources from real news to produce it. We 
have often, too, foolishly conned advertisers out of  good positions 
on the news pages, perpetuating the notion that, somehow, news 
is a loss-making operation entirely subsidised by advertising. There 
is something distressing too in being regarded as the paper you 
must have to know what brands of  chardonnay to take to the picnic 
this afternoon.
As newspapers grapple with changing demographics and lifestyles, 
a lot of  different ones are trying different strategies. One part of  
the recognition that most people get their first intelligence about 
major news events from other mediums is in fiddling with the sort of  
presentations newspapers can make. We all know that newspapers can 
deliver more words, more detail, more twists, and more background 
and analysis than the broadcast mediums, but it can also experiment 
too with better writing and more conversational styles. It can play 
with its mix, too, providing a richer smorgasbord of  stories, some 
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important but character forming, some fun or off-beat, some turning 
more on the skill of  the reporter or commentator than on the 
substance within. In the past few years, for example, both the Age and 
the Sydney Morning Herald have developed more of  a magazine format 
right up on their front pages, with much more material presented 
as a read. There is a strong feeling that readers are skimming more, 
browsing the headlines and perhaps the opening paragraph, but 
that ultimately they will feel unsatisfied unless they are sufficiently 
attracted into at least one or two stories of  substance which they 
have to take more time and energy to absorb. As I say, there is now 
a richer variety in any event, most of  the time. But on top of  this, 
much more attention is being given to devices which reward the 
skim or do not assume that everyone has read all of  the story to 
date, or which work much more on techniques of  narrative to 
bring the reader in.
There are, of  course, risks with this. Having a wealth of  
10-minute Herald devices — in the case of  the Herald up to three 
sets of  summaries — can underline how disposable the papers are. 
Presentations which take a sense of  urgency out of  the news can also 
suggest that this story might be interesting to read, if  one has the 
time, but is not essential. There are a lot of  magazines about, some 
more frankly focused on entertainment than most newspapers. 
There is a risk that the newspaper will be seen as yet another 
magazine, and ultimately disposable if  one is time-poor or making 
hard money choices.
We have not yet seen the day when production technology has 
improved to the point where the sub-editor’s focus is allowed to be 
primarily on the content and the words, rather than on typesetting 
and composition. Yet we have gone some distance along the way, 
masked in part by the fact that we are mostly more sophisticated in 
using graphics, tables and other devices to help with our presentations 
and make our stories more interesting. Here too are opportunities for 
journalists as well as graphic artists, and here too we are learning quite 
a bit from techniques pioneered on the internet.
How well are we training younger journalists for this golden age. 
I am sure that our young journalists are brighter and better equipped 
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to cope with some of  the classic tasks of  the journalist than ever 
before, but if  I remark that they are only marginally better equipped, 
mostly in research skills, in the newer tasks than the older journalist, 
then that is not so much a criticism of  journalism schools as a 
reflection of  the fact that we are all learning most of  it as we go 
along. Speaking for myself  at least, I would much rather that a bright 
young person was well-schooled in the basic professional and craft 
skills and learning on the run some of  the new ones than that they 
were completely adept in the new ones but woefully ignorant of  how 
to get a story and how to put it together. Many of  your graduates, 
in any event, will do their apprenticeships on newspapers, or on 
jobs within newspapers, where the older skills are much more 
significant in any event.
Some of  the good things come from a high financial focus by 
newspaper managers, but that, of  course, has its downside too. 
There is a lot more focus on the bottom line, and, newspapers 
being very labour-intensive, the factor that one can most fiddle with 
are journalists jobs and rewards. The more mechanistic employers 
are putting a lot of  silly faith in spreadsheets and on productivity 
measures — the average number of  stories written by, words written, 
pages shifted by a sub, and so on, in the process killing an awful lot 
of  enthusiasm and excitement in newspapers, and, probably, slowly 
shifting some of  them rather more towards advertiser-friendly copy. 
The publisher-editor phenomenon is also reinforcing this. There is 
now, moreover, probably a greater divide between the top and the 
bottom of  the profession, and not only in rewards and status, but 
in the type of  work that people are doing. Ordinary reporters, in 
particular are two bob a dozen, still very necessary, but increasingly 
able to be regarded as being able to be bought off  the shelf, and fairly 
indifferently at that, as circumstances require. Those who have that 
philosophy, of  course, prefer them cheap. Sub-editing is increasingly 
a skilled craft still in demand, but there are definite limits to how far 
one can go in this field. The challenge of  writing career paths, and 
of  training, nurturing and developing staff  is still the greatest one, 
perhaps the one most easily ignored, not least in this age where, for a 
change, most newspapers have a reasonably high capital investment 
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and accordingly find it easier to forget that their most valuable capital 
asset walks out the door each day.
I think that there are still challenges of  finding hungry journalists, 
and, particularly ones of  keeping them interested. But for those 
who are looking for meat, I suggest, there have never been so many 
wild animals out there.
Jack Waterford is editor of  the the Canberra Times. This paper was 
a keynote address at the Journalism Education Association’s 2000 
conference, Mooloolaba, Queensland.
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Where in the world are we!!
Sean Dorney
Media coverage of  the Pacific is let down by ignorance of  the 
region and parachute journalism.
The title of  my address — “Where in the world are we!!” — is meant more as a question than as an exclamation (despite my own double exclamation marks). Earlier this year,  I was 
involved in editing my two-part TV documentary on Papua New 
Guinea, Paradise Imperfect, at ABC television headquarters at Gore Hill 
in Sydney. Next door the Australian’s Paul Kelly was advising on the 
forthcoming ABC series on Federation. I was asked at one stage if  
I would mind stepping into their editing suite to put down a voice 
track imitating Arthur Calwell. A professional actor would do the final 
version but would I record something they could use as a guide track 
in the interim? Presumably this request came because they suspected I 
sounded more like Cocky Calwell than anyone in the ABC in Sydney. 
Those who, like me, remember the former Labor leader’s carping 
voice, will know this is a hardly a glowing tribute. The quote they 
wanted me to read was from one of  Calwell’s speeches in Parliament 
in the 1940s on the White Australia policy — not the infamous 
“Two Wongs don’t make a white” but something equally offensive 
if, perhaps, not quite so witty. He was referring to the possible 
“mongrelisation” of  Australia if  some poor lady from one country in 
our region was to be allowed permanent residency.
Here we are, some 60 years later, and I am afraid that too many 
people in the Australian media still have difficulty coming to grips 
with where Australia is on this planet. And they have a mind-set 
fixed, quite rigidly I would argue, on where Mr Calwell wanted to 
get most of  his migrants from — the northern hemisphere, or more 
specifically, Europe. I have suggested in the past that most journalists 
working in the Australian media seem to believe that our continent is 
anchored somewhere in the mid-Atlantic, half  way between Britain 
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and the United States rather than where it is — plonked in the 
southern hemisphere with Asia to our north-west and the Pacific 
Island nations to our north and north-east.
There is one group of  journalists working in Australia I would 
exclude from this sweeping statement. They are New Zealanders. 
There are quite a few of  them in the Aussie media and I have found 
their focus tends to be well and truly on Oceania. Dennis Grant from 
SBS TV News is one. Dennis was the only Canberra-based journalist 
who bothered to cover the Solomon Islands peace talks in Townsville; 
and he was the only heavyweight from the Press Gallery who was in 
Kiribati for the latest Pacific Islands Forum — the most significant 
meeting of  Pacific regional heads of  government in many years. It 
took steps to uphold the principle of  democracy in the Pacific and 
dared to antagonise Indonesia by expressing concern about killings 
in West Papua — two important breakthroughs. Interestingly, despite 
the Kiwi presence, the Australian papers and our TV and radio news 
services tend to ignore New Zealand even more than we do our other 
neighbours — except, I suppose, when it comes to sport. Beating the 
All Blacks can almost get on the front page in Brisbane or Sydney. But 
for the rest of  the coverage, New Zealand might as well be invisible. 
It is, however, part of  our region. This region which we, mentally, 
can’t seem to adjust to being in. I’m delighted that such an important 
body as the Australian Journalism Education Association is adopting 
a Pacific Region Focus at the 2000 conference. 
Back in May, I gave an address to the Queensland branch of  the 
Australian Institute of  International Affairs in which I complained 
about the paucity, up to then, of  the Australian media’s coverage of  
the Pacific in the year 2000. When was the last time, I asked those at 
the talk, that a story on the Pacific had made the front page of  any 
major Australian newspaper or led a television news bulletin? Four 
days later, George Speight provided the necessary copy from Fiji. 
His civilian coup and its aftermath meant one Pacific country wasn’t 
off  the front pages for weeks! Initially at least, however, some of  
the extensive reporting in the Australian media was less than well 
informed. And that is because there are very few Australian journalists 
among those who are ordered out to cover the sudden conflagrations 
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that occur in this region who know very much about the Pacific. That 
is where a bit of  education during journalism degree courses about 
these countries that are our neighbours could come in very handy. 
I wasn’t in Fiji for the May coup but some of  the Fijian journalists 
who are here today asked me last week why some of  the Australian 
reporting then was so ill-informed.
I could give you endless instances where similar criticism has come 
to the fore in Papua New Guinea. I’ll limit myself  to two examples, 
both of  which happened during the Sandline mercenaries crisis in 
Port Moresby in 1997 — a crisis which attracted a similar Australian 
media stampede into PNG as happened in Fiji in May. One television 
reporter told his Australian audience that the rioting at the Taurama 
intersection near the military headquarters, Murray Barracks, was “only 
the beginning”. For those who don’t know, the key to appreciating 
the ludicrousness of  what came next is the knowledge that Port 
Moresby is not connected by road to any other coastal province, let 
alone to the Highlands. “We’re informed,” this fellow apparently said, 
knowingly, in his piece to camera, “that truckloads of  Highlanders 
are heading down here to Port Moresby!” Nobody did a follow-up 
to the inevitably tragic consequences of  such foolhardy driving! At 
school I remember our whole class falling on the floor in laughter 
when one of  our teachers told us he’d been asked when on a trip to 
America if  the Sydney Harbour bridge went from Australia to New 
Zealand. This was a comment on that scale of  nonsense.
The second example of  an Australian journalist just plain getting 
it wrong was from another broadcast journalist who was trying 
to explain why the mercenaries had been hired. It was all ethnic. 
“Unlike the rest of  Papua New Guineans,” this reporter informed 
her audience, “Bougainvilleans are Polynesians.” Such ignorance 
about our nearest neighbour and only former colony reflects poorly 
on journalism education. 
In his chapter of  a publication produced by the Graduate School 
of  Journalism at the University of  Wollongong dealing with foreign 
correspondents and their work in the Asia-Pacific region, Max 
Quanchie from the Queensland University of  Technology talks 
about what he calls the “doomsday scenario” that he says “has been 
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promoted by Australian bureaucrats, academics and journalists”. He 
suggests this has led to reporting on the Pacific “which is driven 
by disasters, failure and conflict and which is not informed by a 
longer-view, post-colonial, culturally sensitive awareness”. I don’t 
have a large argument with Max on that nor on his conclusion that 
the “Australian media, except for the odd, brief  human-interest story 
or filler, tends to focus on big, splashy events, with previously 
known characters (or stereotypes), graphic footage or recognisable 
images.” That’s certainly true of  Fiji. How many times was Rabuka 
implicated by the visiting media as being the coup instigator in 
those first few days?
Max Quanchie contends that these things — the splashy events 
and the graphic footage — matter little to the Pacific Islanders 
and he says that while it “might be assumed that Australian media 
coverage of  the Pacific and its peoples would be influenced by the 
region’s geographic nearness, its uniqueness or the many, diverse 
and important historical links” it has with Australia, the coverage is 
instead “determined and limited by the nature of  Australian media 
ownership, profit and programming”. I am not quoting Max just 
because he mentions me as a possible exception to his Australian 
media rule. Never! But, as an aside, what an incredibly perceptive man 
Max is! Although my organisation, the ABC, might not be driven by 
the same “ownership, profit and programming” parameters as 
the commercial media, it is the case that, unfortunately, and too 
often I believe, ABC news and current affairs executive producers 
tend to be swept along by what the rest of  the Australian media 
regards as news.
The reason I was not in Fiji in May following the Speight coup 
is that I had just finished making my TV documentary on Papua 
New Guinea and, instead of  taking a holiday, I spent my entire leave 
revising and updating (and by that I mean cramming another 10 years 
of  tumultuous PNG history into) my 1990 book on PNG which ABC 
Books wanted to publish in August when Paradise Imperfect was to go 
to air. I ended my leave on 6th June, exhausted, but fully expecting to 
fly straight to Suva where Speight still held Prime Minister Chaudhry 
and his government hostage. But no. As my wife, who is a Melanesian 
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and an ex-broadcaster, had predicted when Speight’s antics met so 
little resistance, there was a copycat coup elsewhere in the Pacific. 
My first day back at work, 6th June, was the day Andrew Nori and the 
Malaita Eagle Force took over Honiara and so I was off  to Solomon 
Islands. In fact, in the six months since I’ve been back covering the 
Pacific full time, I have spent more time reporting from or about the 
Solomons than I have in or about Fiji. I did, however, manage one 
of  those rare feats in journalism — making a judgement to be in the 
right place at the right time — when I popped into Fiji on my way 
back from the Pacific Forum last month on the very day the military 
mutinied. I’d been on the ground barely 45 minutes when the first 
shots were fired in the Queen Elizabeth barracks.
Nevertheless, I regard the Solomons story as deserving more 
coverage than Fiji. Fiji is going to continue as a country. If  the current 
peace process on Guadalcanal does not work then there is every 
likelihood that the Solomons could shatter into nine pieces. So far, 
the death toll in Fiji — deaths directly attributable to violence — is 
ten or so. In the Solomons perhaps one hundred have died in the 
ethnic war. Why, then, has the Solomons story been so neglected? The 
reason is it does not have a satellite uplink for television journalists to 
get their vision out. It is as simple as that. In the first few days after 
the Australian High Commission in Honiara panicked and ordered 
the evacuation of  all Australian citizens it was possible to get video 
tapes out on the evacuation flights. So we were able to get TV stories 
up on the ABC each night. But when the evacuation flights stopped 
and Qantas refused to allow Solomon Airlines to fly their leased 
Qantas jet into or out of  Honiara the prospect of  getting fresh 
pictures to air evaporated. Not a single commercial television news 
crew from Australia to my knowledge has been to the Solomons 
throughout the crisis.
Let’s return to Fiji for a moment though. How many Australian 
journalists do you think were there on the day when the people of  
Fiji went to the polls last year to elect the government of  Mahendra 
Chaudhry — the election that led to the Speight coup exactly twelve 
months to the day later? How many? There was one. Me. The next 
day, Mary-Louise O’Callaghan, South Pacific Correspondent with 
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The Australian, arrived and we had the story (as far as on-the-spot 
by-lines went) of  the stunning electoral victory of  the ethnic Indian 
Mahendra Chaudhrey’s Fiji Labour Party to ourselves. Later in the 
week, Malcolm Brown from the Sydney Morning Herald turned up 
after Malcolm’s bosses realised what an amazing story this really 
was. Rabuka, the Fijian nationalist hero of  12 years before, had been 
politically crushed by the racially balanced constitution that he had 
done more than any other to introduce. It was one that had swept 
away his own 1990 racially biased constitution. And the former coup 
leader was urging all indigenous Fijians to accept the result. If  he had 
done the opposite and advocated action similar to what he’d done 
in 1987 there is little doubt we would have been swamped by our 
colleagues booking into the Centra Hotel.
But Rabuka did not and that was the limit of  the Australian media 
presence — three journalists and one photographer. No television 
crews. Within my own organisation, ABC TV News used syndicated 
pictures and the single item that went to air that week on the 7pm 
News was voiced by a reporter back in Sydney based on my radio 
stories and agency copy. Even that agency copy was not Australian. 
Australian Associated Press (whose Suva based correspondent in 
1987, James Shrimpton, had broken news of  Rabuka’s military coup 
to the world) was nowhere to be seen in Fiji during the elections. 
AAP closed down its Suva bureau several years ago and so it relied 
for its coverage of  the election result on the French newsagency, AFP. 
The Australian gave Mary-Louise’s stories handsome play and ABC 
Radio ran a good many of  mine. However, a brief, angry exchange 
that I had with one of  our executive producers over the phone early 
one morning helps illustrate my point. He was telling me how big a 
story it was that Rabuka was gone and was demanding to know what 
I was going to do on it for his program. I asked why he had not run 
my previous day’s contribution. He dismissed that as “a lazy piece of  
work” claiming I’d just had two people “rabbiting on” about things 
Australians would not understand. One of  the two people I had 
allegedly “rabbiting on” was Mahendra Chaudhry.
It is not the first time my work has gone unappreciated by my 
employer. At the risk of  repeating a tale perhaps told too often, my 
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favourite story about the working for the ABC concerns coverage 
of  a scandal in the early 1980s in Papua New Guinea when one of  
the ministers in the first government of  Sir Julius Chan ordered a 
consignment of  executive diaries from Singapore. The Ombudsman 
Commission in PNG investigated the deal and wrote up a major 
report called “Corruption — A Case Study” that was tabled in 
Parliament. In the Parliamentary debate that followed more members 
attacked the Ombudsman for daring to delve into the activities of  
politicians than criticised those he had found had defrauded the 
public. I did up numerous stories for the ABC during the saga. But 
at the end of  the year, just as I was preparing to go on leave, a good 
friend, Robert Keith-Reid, publisher of  the Suva based regional 
magazine, Islands Business, pleaded with me to do something for him. 
These were the days when the ABC frowned upon its journalists 
freelancing. So I used a pseudonym — Gerard Doceray. Robert 
gave my copy splendid play. It was his cover story and ran over five 
pages complete with cartoons and with two breakouts — one on the 
Parliamentary debate and the other an analysis by the Ombudsman on 
the four stages of  corruption in a developing country.
A few months later, after that issue of  Islands Business lobbed onto 
somebody’s desk in the ABC in Sydney, Robert had a phone call. He 
rang me afterwards chortling. “I’ve just had this fellow from the ABC 
on the line,” Robert said. “He wanted a contact number for Gerard 
Doceray! I told him the truth — that it was a pseudonym and that 
the person involved was in a sensitive position. But,” Robert went on, 
“I suggested he contact his own man, Sean Dorney, in Port Moresby. 
He’d be on top of  it.” “Oh!” Robert told me this caller from the 
ABC in Sydney had replied, “Sean’s all right for some things. But this 
Gerard Doceray seems to know what’s really going on!” 
The week before those elections in Fiji last year, I was in New 
Caledonia and there I had no competition whatsoever from other 
sections of  the Australian media. What was the story in New 
Caledonia? Well, as of  last year, New Caledonia has an autonomous 
executive government and it is now classified by France not as an 
overseas territory but as an autonomous governing country within the 
French Republic. The people will have a vote on full independence 
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in 15 to 20 years. The French High Commissioner has handed many 
of  the powers formerly held by Paris to the new government whose 
members were voted in at those elections held on 9 May, 1999. New 
Caledonia has slipped from the general Australian media’s radar 
screen. In the 1980s it was a far more dramatic story. The Kanak 
coalition, the FLNKS, was agitating for independence which was 
being rejected outright by the French settler dominated party, the Rally 
for Caledonia within the Republic, the RPCR. Fringe groups on both 
sides were turning increasingly to violence. Political assassinations, 
roadblocks in the countryside and riots in the capital, Noumea, 
became regular fare. Australia supported the independence cause and 
our relations with France were decidedly sour. The competing 
parties in New Caledonia found a way out of  this morass and, 
as a result, the Matingnon Accord was signed in 1988 and then, 
in 1998, this was followed by the Noumea Accord which led to 
the 1999 election.
For me, New Caledonia is a fascinating story which raises all sorts 
of  questions for Australia and Australians and how we deal with our 
indigenous people. I well remember the anger that I encountered 
many times when speaking to the European settlers, the Caldoche, 
when I last covered New Caledonia between 1980 and 1985. Many of  
the white people in New Caledonia see very little difference between 
their situation and that of  the people of  European stock who have 
settled in Queensland. “You Australians are totally hypocritical,” 
they would say. “Why are you advocating a political takeover by the 
Kanaks here when you would be horrified at putting your future, your 
freehold land and your prosperity in the hands of  the Aborigines.” 
The French saw more than hypocrisy. They believed Australia 
was determined to exterminate French influence from the South 
Pacific. And we would stop at nothing. Helen Fraser, who was Radio 
Australia’s stringer correspondent in New Caledonia during the 
worst of  the troubles in the 1980s, told me that at one function she 
was invited to she was asked by one Caldoche gentleman to dance. 
Not knowing who she was he proceeded to castigate the insidious 
Australians. “Do you know,” he whispered in Helen Fraser’s ear, “that 
their Prime Minister, Malcolm Fraser, has even sent his own daughter 
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over here to spy on us?” This was quite a shock for Helen to learn of  
this parentage. She was from Tasmania.
The Pacific takes much more notice of  Australia than Australia 
takes of  it. The PNG media, for instance, carried some excellent 
cartoons lampooning Australia during the Sandline mercenaries 
crisis. You will recall that Australia was frothing at the mouth about 
Sir Julius Chan’s decision to hire the mercenaries to try to end the 
Bougainville war and re-open the Panguna copper mine. After the 
PNG army revolted (by the way unexpectedly producing for Australia 
the result that it wanted) Aussie troops at Laverack Barracks in 
Townsville were placed on stand-by for a possible swoop into PNG 
to rescue Australian citizens. That would have been a dreadful 
over-reaction and luckily the panic button was not pushed. But a 
cartoon in The National had an Australian official irately banging a 
desk and shouting at a startled Papua New Guinean, “Mercenaries, 
killers, bunch of  bloodhounds! Get them out of  PNG now!!” While 
over his shoulder he’s saying to the Australian military, “Now that 
the mercenaries are gone, prepare to send in our troops to rescue the 
Australians.” In a separate article on the PNG-Australia relationship 
The National criticised the Australian media for ignoring the region 
of  the world where Australia is geographically placed. “Part of  the 
Australian media’s blindness,” the paper argued, “stems from that 
country’s apparently endemic identity crisis. Who are the Australians?” 
it asked. “Are they a lost tribe that has strayed from its ethnic and 
cultural roots in distant Britain and Europe?”
I would like to spend a few minutes talking about what I regard 
as the valiant job the media in the Pacific does trying to defend its 
freedom. We tend to pay lip service here in Australia to the virtues 
of  a free press but for many of  my colleagues in the region fighting 
to hold onto their freedom to report what they see as news is a real 
issue. In the Solomons this year two journalists, Duran Angiki, who 
strings for AFP, and Sam Seke, who strings for Radio Australia, have 
both had a torrid time. Let me begin, though, with the country I 
know most about — Papua New Guinea. There have been a few 
quite vigorous attempts by governments of  various persuasions in 
PNG to curb media freedom. What has worked in the media’s favour 
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is the country’s vibrant, you could say rampant, democracy. Papua 
New Guineans speak 867 languages and, it appears to me, that at 
least one person from each of  these 867 societies, and possibly many 
others besides, believes he could or should be prime minister. There 
has never been a one-party government in PNG and, unless there 
is some radical change to the way the country operates, there will 
not be in the foreseeable future. At the 1997 national elections 
political parties did worse than ever. No fewer than forty of  the 
one-hundred-and-nine members elected stood as Independents. 
And Peter Beattie thinks he’s got problems! Of  the parties that 
did win seats, three immediately disappeared and another two 
have split. Uneasy coalitions of  convenience constrain any leader’s 
dictatorial tendencies.
Freedom of  Expression is guaranteed by the PNG Constitution 
and any constitutional change to inhibit it requires a massive majority 
vote in the Parliament. That vote must be passed by that large 
majority twice, at votes at least two months apart. No member of  the 
Opposition in Papua New Guinea wants to surrender any of  his or 
her current wide-open access to the media. And most members of  
government know that the chances are that they won’t be in power for 
long. The combination of  five yearly national elections and regularly 
successful challenges on the floor of  Parliament through votes of  no 
confidence has meant that there has been a change of  prime minister 
in PNG on average every two-and-a-half  years since 1980.
This does not mean that those in charge in PNG have not tried 
to introduce repressive media laws. In 1987, the government then led 
by Paias Wingti wanted to set up a Media Tribunal with powers to 
licence the media, the licences to be reviewed every twelve months. 
Mr Wingti’s Communications Minister, Gabriel Ramoi, hired an 
Australian lawyer to draft the necessary legislation. Guess who it 
was? It was Stuart Littlemore, the first (and dare I say best) host of  
Media Watch. But the Ramoi/Littlemore proposals met considerable 
resistance. The Catholic Church threatened to mobilise its one million 
followers in opposition. Mr Ramoi could never even get the numbers 
to introduce his Media Tribunal Bill to Parliament and he eventually 
abandoned the whole idea. He later went to jail when found guilty 
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of  misusing public money — a news item that, I might say, was well 
covered when it happened by the PNG press.
There was a similar surge of  public support for the media’s 
independence in 1996 when the Chan government gave the 
Constitutional Review Commission the job of  coming up with ways 
of  making the media more “accountable”. Chan’s constitutional 
reference required the Commission which was headed by a politician 
from Sir Julius’s own party, Ben Micah, to determine whether changes 
were needed “to ensure” that “owners, editors and journalists of  
all elements of  the media” were accountable and that “persons 
aggrieved by media abuses” had “accessible redress”. The use of  this 
word “persons” intrigued me. I went on a search through my rather 
extensive news files to try to establish who all these poor, victimised 
“persons” might have been. Surely, I figured, they would be the 
ones complaining loudest. Well, wonder of  wonders, Ben Micah, the 
chairman of  the Constitutional Commission was one. In a report I 
had done for the ABC in August, 1995, I quoted from a “blast” 
Mr Micah had given The Independent newspaper for a front page story 
saying two sacked ministers had asked the Ombudsman to investigate 
Mr Micah for alleged irregularities and abuse of  privileges. He attacked 
the newspaper accusing it of  biased, shallow and anti-government 
reporting. I also pulled out a media statement from the Office of  
the Prime Minister dated November, 1995, in which Sir Julius Chan 
himself  was quoted as “lashing out” against what he described 
as “unwarranted and insensitive attempts by the mass media to 
discredit” PNG’s leaders.
Delving further into the file, I found another “person” angry 
with the media for the alleged wrong it had done him. This time it 
was the Media Minister in 1990, Brown Sinamoi, complaining that 
newspapers “only know how to expose leaders”. He called on his 
fellow Parliamentarians not to let the press “dictate to us . . . Instead, 
we should tell them what they should report and what they should 
not”. Another politician, the late Galen Lang, was there in the file too, 
venting his anger at journalists in 1991 attacking them for being, in 
his words, the “root cause” of  PNG’s law and order problems. “We 
have become the victims of  these money making idiots,” he raged. “I 
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wish criminals would bash up journalists.” Hard as I looked, though, 
I could not find anybody in the file attacking journalists who was not 
from this single profession — they were all politicians.
To combat the Chan/Micah assault on media freedom the Press 
Council of  Papua New Guinea organised a seminar in Port Moresby 
titled “Freedom at the Crossroads”. Early on in the seminar, PNG’s 
Chief  Justice, Sir Arnold Amet, argued that the PNG media was too 
Western in its treatment of  news. It was too sensationalist. “It is 
not sufficient,” he said, “to bring all the values of  the developed 
Western democracies and to impose them in a Third World nation 
culturally very different and which has many different stresses of  
social, political and economic development.” One of  PNG’s most 
distinguished journalists presented the counter view — that the PNG 
media was, if  anything, too reticent. “Papua New Guinea’s leaders are 
a lucky lot,” Frank Kolma, editor of  The National, said. “The media 
in PNG has given them a very easy time. Partly because of  cultural 
sensitivities, partly because of  its youth and partly because of  its 
perceived wider responsibilities to the nation, rightly or wrongly, the 
media in Papua New Guinea does not cover issues as extensively as 
it should.” Kolma argued that the politicians would “die of  shock” 
if  only half  of  what they did was reported. “A politician is a public 
figure and he declares it himself  when he takes his oath of  office. 
He pledges to the people and to God Almighty that by no conduct 
of  his, private or public, shall he bring into disrepute the good name 
of  the people’s office.” But, Kolma maintained, many PNG leaders 
“repeatedly make nonsense” of  that oath:
As it is, we have reported only those juicy titbits as they are raised in 
parliament from time to time or whenever a matter goes to court or a 
tribunal. What they media does not report are the claims of  many people 
who flock to our offices with evidence or allegations of  the less than 
savoury appetites and habits of  some of  our leaders.
He gave examples including a signed affidavit by one minister’s 
wife who admitted to sleeping with another minister. Kolma said 
he would “shudder to visualise the reaction” if  PNG newspapers 
offered money like the British tabloids did for women to come forth 
with children “born out of  wedlock” as a result of  liaisons with MPs. 
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“The PNG media is sensitive to culture,” he argued. “The media has 
quite deliberately chosen not to delve too deeply into the private lives 
of  our leaders concerning itself  mainly with their affairs as it relates 
to handling of  public trust, public office and public money. It can 
be argued with some justification,” he went on, “that in ignoring 
this aspect, the private aspect of  a leader’s life, the media had 
contributed to the moral rot which is endemic in our society at 
leadership level today.”
I mentioned going through my files to find who was and was not 
aggrieved by the way the PNG media went about its job. I found 
plenty of  stories about people defending the press and the right to 
publish in the public interest. One of  the most eloquent defences 
came from the former Anglican Bishop of  Port Moresby, Sir David 
Hand. I re-read a copy of  the speech he made when PNG’s quality 
weekly, The Independent, was launched. Word Publishing, which brings 
out The Independent, is owned by the major Christian churches in PNG 
and Bishop Hand spelt out the ambitions of  that company. Bishop 
Hand said these ambitions were that:
 One, truth may be spoken and served, without fear or favour; and two, 
that the political and economic life as well as the spiritual and social life 
of  our nation may be purged of  so much that corrupts it and [purged] 
of  the ignorances which inoculate simple unlettered people — rural 
and urban — against their own ability to make informed and objective 
judgements, and to act upon them.
With a fine mission statement like that one could be forgiven for 
thinking that this can be an honourable profession.
The fight for media freedom has not always been one of  victories 
in the remainder of  the Pacific. In Kiribati during the Pacific Islands 
Forum I had a call from one government information official annoyed 
at hearing a report of  mine on Radio Australia. “You should just be 
reporting just what the president says,” he told me defining the role 
he saw for journalists in Kiribati. At the 1996 Pacific Islands News 
Association Conference in Tonga we devoted almost the whole time 
to the media freedom issue. Harold Obed, who had worked for Radio 
Vanuatu, told us how the prime minister’s chief  secretary in his 
country acted like he was the chief  editor in times of  crisis, censoring 
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stories. Tonga has a ban on AFP’s Pacific Correspondent, Mike 
Field. And I have had a number of  run-ins with governments 
around the region.
I was once placed under house arrest in the Solomons. In the 
South Pacific there can be a fine line between attempts at repression 
and farce. I was trying to cover the Solomon Islands elections and, 
for some inexplicable reason, the then prime minister, Solomon 
Mamaloni, didn’t seem to want his people’s demonstration of  active 
democracy to be told or broadcast to the rest of  the world. He issued 
instructions that no foreign media personnel were to be allowed 
into the country to cover the vote. However, Chris Pash, the AAP 
correspondent then based in Port Moresby, slipped in from PNG 
while I arrived at mid-night from Brisbane. At that late hour the 
migration and customs officials at Honiara’s Henderson airfield did 
not quite know what to do with me. After I surrendered them my 
passport, they let me in.
The next day both Chris and I were summonsed to the Solomon 
Islands Foreign Affairs Department and told that as journalists we 
had no government clearance to be in Solomon Islands and that we 
were being placed under house arrest at the Mendana Hotel until the 
next flights back to Papua New Guinea and Australia. Ironically there 
was no attempt made to limit our ability to make telephone calls. So 
from the Mendana’s open-air bar we covered the count and reported 
the election result. Prime Minister Mamaloni was returned and my 
house arrest came to an abrupt end on the Sunday morning. I received 
a phone call from Ashley Wickham, then head of  the Solomon 
Islands Broadcasting Corporation, asking me how good a cricketer 
I was. “I can bowl a bit but I’m not much of  a batsman,” I replied. 
“That’s fine,” he said. “The Prime Minister’s cricket team is one man 
short! There’ll be a car to pick you up in half  an hour.”
The Pacific is full of  stories. There are almost too many places 
to visit and I am finding that I’m uncomfortably close sometimes to 
being one of  those journalists I have scorned for years. The parachute 
journo who whips into a country, makes a few assumptions and starts 
filing right away with insufficient background and understanding 
simply because you have to feed that insatiable monster that is daily, or 
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in radio’s case hourly, news. So it was with some feeling of  insecurity 
that I was sitting in a Noumea news conference in May last year 
with the leader of  the pro-independence FLNKS, Roch Wamytan. 
I can’t speak French which added to my self-consciousness. Then I 
thought I heard my name mentioned and seconds later the entire news 
conference dissolved into laughter. Isabelle Genoux, a broadcaster 
from Radio Australia who was working with me, looked at me, smiled 
and scribbled on her notepad: “He said, ‘Your analysis was all wrong!’” 
I must have gone bright red and I felt decidedly uncomfortable for 
the remainder of  the news conference. When we got outside it was 
Isabelle’s turn to dissolve in laughter. I asked her what Wamytan 
had said about me. “It was not you. He did not mention you,” she 
giggled. “He was telling the local Noumea media, ‘Your analysis was 
all wrong! We in the FLNKS did much better than you, the local 
media, predicted we would.’” Now, every time I get a message from 
Isabelle, who is based in Melbourne, it is addressed to Sean “Your 
Analysis Is All Wrong” Dorney.
What I would like to see introduced into journalism studies in 
Australia is a few courses that would enable the people you are 
teaching to get the analysis, when it comes to the Pacific, right. If  I 
could quote from Max Quanchie again:
Several Australian universities teach courses on the politics, history, 
literature, culture and environment of  the region, although only one 
offers a course on Australia-Pacific relations. Unfortunately there has 
been a decline in the expertise that Australia was once able to boast in 
regard to the Pacific. From the leading-edge position in the 1960s and 
1970s, Australian academics and experts on PNG and the wider Pacific 
are now a small, retirement-age, less-visible cohort.
If  journalism students are not learning about the neighbourhood 
in which we live we could go on forever asking, “Where in the 
world are we?”
Sean Dorney is Radio Australia’s Pacific correspondent. This paper 
was a keynote address at the Journalism Education Association’s 2000 
conference, Mooloolaba, Queensland.
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Aid workers, intelligence 
gathering and media
self-censorship
Nigel McCarthy
The relationship between aid workers and intelligence gathering 
in conflict zones and the media response has been highlighted 
by several recent events in Kosovo, Somalia and East Timor. 
The over-riding issue is a critical one for journalists; in times 
of  conflict do the principles of  balanced reporting suffer to 
support the “home” side?
Over the past 14 months, the Australian media reported three cases that linked Australian aid workers to intelligence gathering. There was a claim that CARE Australia worker 
Steve Pratt, who during 1999 had been jailed in Yugoslavia for 
espionage, despite Australian protestations of  his innocence, had 
helped set up an intelligence gathering operation for the Organisation 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). There were reports 
of  cooperation between an Australian aid operation and US agents in 
Somalia in 1992; links that had not been reported previously. And 
an Australian aid worker claimed to have filed intelligence reports 
for the Australian government from East Timor ahead of  the pro-
Indonesian militia violence and destruction surrounding the vote for 
independence in August 1999.
In the Kosovo and Somalia situations, it is clear that journalists 
and/or news organisations exercised self-censorship in not reporting 
what they knew. These actions will have their supporters and critics. 
Those who delayed the report about the intelligence role of  the aid 
worker in Kosovo argue they feared jeopardizing international efforts 
to free the worker and his two colleagues. But by not reporting the 
links, Australian readers and viewers were denied relevant facts in 
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judging the Yugoslav action. The detention, trial and sentencing of  
three apparently innocent men became a symbol to many Australians 
of  the excessive regime of  Slobodan Milosevic. Had the reports of  
aid links to intelligence gathering been aired when they were obtained, 
some of  this criticism may have been muted. Likewise, in the Somalia 
incident, the public was left with incomplete reporting to shape their 
views of  an organisation that promotes itself  as independent and 
seeks contributions from well-meaning supporters. In the East Timor 
example the media is less of  a player, but this case is included as 
another current illustration of  the links between aid workers and 
intelligence gathering.
Those supporters of  delaying reporting the links between CARE’s 
humanitarian and peace monitoring projects in Kosovo argue that 
there was a clear potential cost to the lives or well-being of  the three 
detained workers. In Somalia, the journalist feared that reporting the 
CARE cooperation with the military would disrupt the humanitarian 
work aimed at saving hundreds of  thousands of  people from 
starvation. In East Timor, the aid worker who was collecting 
intelligence material for the Australian government argues that earlier 
intervention could have prevented the massacres of  an unknown 
number of  people.
Yugoslavia
CARE Australia workers Steve Pratt and Peter Wallace were 
detained in Yugoslavia in March 1999 and Serb Branko Jelen in 
April. They were later convicted of  passing intelligence to foreign 
organisations. During his imprisonment Steve Pratt made a televised 
confession of  spying against Yugoslavia. Pratt was sentenced to 12 
years in prison, and Wallace and Jelen to four years each.
The plight of  the aid workers attracted considerable attention 
in the Australian media. For example, a survey of  the nationally-
distributed broadsheet newspaper, the Australian, shows that from 10 
April, when the story broke, Pratt and Wallace, and the efforts to gain 
their release, were the front-page lead stories in six of  the 18 days 
the paper appeared and the subject of  editorials on three of  those 
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days (McCarthy 1999). The tone of  the reporting of  the story in 
Australia is indicated by this editorial on 13 April shortly after the 
pair were detained:
Aid workers pawns in a cynical play . . . . The plight of  two men who only 
sought to help others . . . has made the fear and emotion triggered by the 
conflict and dictatorship all too accessible for their fellow Australians . . . 
Milosevic can make a start in the rehabilitation of  his regime in the eyes 
of  the world by quickly ordering the release of  Steve Pratt and Peter 
Wallace (Australian 13 April).
The three men became a focus for Australian perceptions of  the 
lack of  respect for law or human rights by the Milosevic regime, 
as sample headlines from the Sydney Morning Herald and Sun-Herald 
illustrate. On 13 April “Trumped up spying charges”. 17 April 
“Hounded for the crime of  caring. Branded Serbia’s enemies . . .”. 18 
April “The spy game; in Serbia’s eyes CARE workers are guilty until 
proven innocent . . .”. 16 May “Serb demand is blackmail . . .”. 27 
May “Fury over secret spy trial . . .”. 2 June “Injustice in Yugoslavia 
. . .”. 28 May “On trial on Belgrade . . .”. 4 July “Aid duo pawns 
in Yugoslav struggle . . .”. Following the release of  Pratt and 
Wallace in September, one headline on 2 September, summed up 
the Australian sense of  frustration “About bloody time, CARE pair 
on the way home . . .”.
Australia mounted vigorous international efforts to free the trio 
including visits to Yugoslavia by Australian foreign minister Alexander 
Downer and CARE Australia chairman and former Australian prime 
minister Malcolm Fraser. The Australian government supported the 
trio at all times. Pratt and Wallace were released in September and 
Jelen several months later. Following his release Pratt, a former major 
in the Australian Army, said his confession followed “five days of  
intensive interrogation, with psychological torture, sleep deprivation, 
questioning through the early hours of  the morning with other 
extreme measures applied” (Stevens 2000).
The level of  Australian interest in the plight of  the three men can 
be seen in the response to their release. There were press conferences 
and public appearances and a reception at Government House hosted 
by the governor-general Sir William Deane. Yellow ribbons previously 
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hung from the balcony of  Government House were cut. Steve Pratt 
has written and released a book of  his experiences (Pratt 2000). Peter 
Wallace is writing his own account. 
In the Australian media, the December-January period is often a 
quiet news period. The federal and state parliaments go into recess, 
parts of  industry shut down for maintenance and many people 
take Christmas holidays, seeking lazy sunny days on the beach. The 
newspapers have holiday specials, such as collections of  new fiction. 
Television stations are traditionally “out of  ratings” a time when 
viewing audiences are low and repeats can be the order of  the day. 
But in February the pace changes, Australia goes back to work and the 
television stations launch their programming for the year, determined 
to hold existing audiences and win new ones. 
A major indication in the interest in the Pratt, Wallace and 
Jelen story is that both the two publicly-owned television networks 
launched their flagship current affairs programs for the year with 
stories about the trio. However the approach of  the two networks 
was very different. SBS Television, the smaller of  the pair and with a 
multi-cultural charter, revealed an alleged link to intelligence gathering. 
The ABC, the larger of  the two, looked at the hardships the men 
endured and rebutted the SBS claims. 
The SBS report
The Dateline current affairs program on SBS television returned 
for the year on 2 February 2000 with a story that made headlines in 
Australia’s leading papers the following day. The reporter was Graham 
Davis, a journalist with 27 years’ experience and the winner of  
Australia’s foremost journalism award, a Walkley. In the introduction, 
Dateline presenter Jana Wendt said:
Last June SBS uncovered extraordinary information in the story of  
Steve Pratt, Peter Wallace and Branko Jelen. At the time CARE Australia 
Chairman Malcolm Fraser asked that we keep that information quiet 
so as not to jeopardise the release of  the jailed aid workers. Tonight 
we can at last tell the story.
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Unbeknown to many CARE Canada had a contract to recruit monitors 
on behalf  of  the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe, the OSCE. They were to gather political, social and military 
intelligence in Kosovo. 
The contract has raised disturbing questions about the role that CARE 
Canada and its Australian counterpart played in the Balkans. And it has 
placed aid agencies and their operations under suspicion. 
Later we’ll discuss those questions in a studio debate which includes 
CARE Australia’s chief  executive officer Charles Tapp. But first this 
report by Dateline’s Graham Davis in collaboration with SBS World News 
reporters Don Lange and Dennis Grant.
The report, that made up the bulk of  the hour-long program, 
said that Steve Pratt had a role in setting up a program for CARE 
Canada, under contract to the Canadian government, to recruit 
monitors — many of  them former military people — in Kosovo 
for the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe. Steve 
Pratt travelled for a week in Kosovo with CARE Canada executive 
director, John Watson.
What the program also said was that in June 1999 SBS had learned 
of  the connection between Pratt and the CARE Canada monitoring 
operation and put this to Malcolm Fraser:
Davis — When SBS put a Canada connection to you last year, you asked 
us not to mention this. Were you concerned that it would complicate 
your efforts to gain the release of  these people?
Fraser — Of  course. It was a question of  perception not of  reality. 
I didn’t know what anyone knew. I didn’t know what was going to be 
introduced into the court and if  you’ve got a state of  war, a state of  
siege, Serbs against the world, what could people make of  something 
however innocent?
Fraser did not know what the Serbs knew. In the SBS program 
Yugoslav Deputy Information Minister, Miodrag Popovic, says 
Belgrade did know about Pratt’s role with the monitoring operation. 
Popovic — Actually I was happy to see Australia or the Australian media 
discovered (sic) this story. On the other hand I knew about this but 
you have to understand my stand because it is a minor problem for this 
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country. (A) much bigger problem was the intelligence activities not only 
of  the people from CARE but from the OSCE mission itself. The much 
bigger problem is the plight of  the people in Serbia today. 
Davis (voice over) — Popovic is still convinced the three CARE workers 
were spies, but says they were freed in the national interest.
Popovic — All along we were just trying to say we are defending our 
country and that we are not villains and murderers and those three 
people were pardoned in that cause . . . .
In the debate after the program Charles Tapp, CARE Australia’s 
chief  executive officer, defended peace monitoring and stressed that 
the CARE contract was public knowledge. 
The ABC report
Dateline aired on Wednesday 2 February, Four Corners went to air 
on Monday 7 February. The report, by Liz Jackson, a qualified lawyer, 
a journalist for 14 years and a two-times Walkley award winner, 
had this introduction:
Steve Pratt and Peter Wallace speak for the first time about their arrest 
and imprisonment in Belgrade. Until now the Australian aid workers 
have been unable to tell their stories, fearing the consequences for 
colleague Branko Jelen. Liz Jackson’s report reveals some of  the 
enormous pressure of  their captivity, as well as Pratt’s account of  the 
spying confession.
Branded an exclusive, the Four Corners team had five days to 
respond to the SBS report. Immediately after the introduction came 
these comments:
Wallace — A lot of  people would love to think that we were spies. 
People love — some people love conspiracies and some people think 
it very glamorous and exciting.
Pratt — I think it’s natural that there will be people out there in the 
community who will always think that sort of  thing about people 
who have been in my predicament, and there’s nothing that I can 
do about it.
The bulk of  the report (Four Corners typically runs one story for 
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the program’s full forty-five minute duration) covered the trio’s arrest, 
trial and detention. But at the end of  the report, Jackson returned to 
the SBS report. Pratt’s response was a strong rejection:
Pratt — This is their allegation — that I was knowingly involved in 
a CARE International support activity of  the OSCE as if  the OSCE 
was a spy organisation. Which I reject anyway — the OSCE is a 
very honorable organisation. That’s essentially the SBS allegation. 
And also they allege that that therefore put me and my colleagues in 
jeopardy and that caused us to be arrested. I mean, this is just a load 
of  bloody rubbish.
The SBS perspective
The SBS story is the more dramatic because the allegations of  the 
links with intelligence gathering went further than the ABC’s detailing 
of  the experiences of  the three men. SBS also knew of  the story 
without broadcasting it for some seven months.
In an interview for this paper, the SBS director of  news and 
current affairs, Phil Martin, said the network came across the story 
when a reporter overheard it mentioned in a conversation and 
“followed it up, chased it and nailed it down”. Malcolm Fraser was 
approached but “pleaded” with the SBS reporter not to run the story. 
The agreement was that Fraser would give SBS the full story when 
the men were released. Just 24 hours later, coincidentally, in Martin’s 
words, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Alexander Downer, put 
out a press release urging media organisations not to publish any 
information that would jeopardise the release of  the aid workers.
Martin said SBS executives to the highest level, including managing 
director Nigel Milan were kept aware of  the story the network was 
sitting on. And there was division over whether the story should 
be run or held. Martin says:
I certainly am aware of  two senior editorial executives who took the view 
that we should publish the story no matter what the consequences. And 
others of  us took the view that if  the publication of  the story resulted 
in harmful action against any of  the protagonists, then that was not 
something we should do.
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Martin does not believe that SBS should be seen as supporting 
the NATO side by not running the story:
The story was indirectly related to that campaign. But principally it was 
a story about Australian aid workers in another country and it was made 
very clear to us that had we run the story we may have endangered 
their lives. And so there is another question there and that is the 
responsibility of  media to ensure that by its actions it doesn’t endanger 
physical life.
The NATO campaign would have continued no matter what we had 
reported. I mean what we had wasn’t of  such earth-shattering importance 
that the NATO bombers would have turned back and not bombed.
For seven months SBS remained ready to publish if  another news 
organisation reported the story. Martin calls it the “best story we have 
done all year”. He adds that with their exclusive access to Pratt and 
Wallace, the ABC was restricted to running the “official biography” 
and unable to ask “hard questions” about their role.
Somalia
The allegations of  aid worker involvement in intelligence gathering 
in Kosovo sparked claims of  NGO involvement in Somalia in 
1992. Then, United States forces led a United Nations sanctioned 
humanitarian intervention aimed at ending fighting between warring 
factions and bringing food to the starving population. Australian 
journalist Sue Neales was there as the correspondent for the Sydney 
Morning Herald and the Melbourne Age, two major Australian 
papers owned by the Fairfax group. On 9 February, 2000, eight 
years later, Neales and Andrew Clennell reported in the Sydney 
Morning Herald:
The aid agency CARE Australia directly assisted United States operatives 
during the United Nations-sanctioned military and humanitarian 
intervention in war-torn Somalia. On December 15, 1992, two days 
before a UN force marched into the starving and besieged town of  
Baidoa, CARE Australia sheltered, housed, transported and advised 
four US men who identified themselves to journalists as officers of  
the US State Department.
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The article went on to say the men parachuted into Baidoa, stored 
their “sophisticated communications equipment” in a CARE building, 
slept in the CARE compound, travelled in a white, clearly marked 
CARE vehicle and used the roof  of  a CARE Australia building 
as a command post, displaying fluorescent marker lights to guide 
incoming forces. The head of  the CARE Australia mission, Lockton 
Morrisey, identified as a “former Australian Army worker” in the 
report, briefed the agents. 
CARE Australia executive director, Charles Tapp, was quoted 
in the report:
Management of  CARE Australia at the time and today had — and 
have — no knowledge of  any of  the allegations put forward by Fairfax 
newspapers regarding CARE’s operations in Somalia in 1992. The 
activity simply would not be tolerated by CARE Australia’s management 
or board. An aid worker found to be involved in any covert activity 
would be immediately dismissed. 
The allegations of  CARE involvement were supported by a former 
US special envoy to Somalia, Robert Oakley, who, in a follow-up 
report, told the Herald “operatives” from a joint CIA and Defence 
Intelligence team were in Somalia at the time and posed as State 
Department officials ahead of  the arrival of  the US force (Riley 
2000). The Herald was unable to speak to Lockton Morrisey, who 
left CARE in late 1999, but quoted his lawyer as saying he had helped 
US officials “concerning the security position the ground” in Somalia 
in 1992 but added “…none of  the work done by (Morrisey) or for 
that matter CARE Australia or CARE US, while he was in charge 
of  the relevant operations, was relevant to any military operations 
undertaken by either the United States or the United Nations” 
(Clennell 2000).
The day the Herald reported the association between CARE and 
the US “operatives” was a Wednesday, the night Dateline goes to air. 
Dateline followed up the newspaper report in an interview between 
presenter Jana Wendt and journalist Sue Neale s:
Wendt — Why, Sue, have you chosen to write this story now? It is 
eight years ago?
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Neales — Well obviously there is a current controversy concerning 
CARE Australia and the possible blurring of  their lines, where they do 
sometimes seem to get involved with military and political issues. At the 
time, I felt compromised and was ethically concerned about what CARE 
was doing, but at the time I took the decision, made the judgement, that 
the story the world needed to know about at that time was that there 
were hundreds of  thousands of  people around Baidoa starving for lack 
of  food, and that that was the key issue to write about … you are very 
aware as a journalist, that if  you write negative articles about aid agencies, 
particularly in a crisis like this, it does affect public donations.
Wendt — As I said, CARE Australia refutes your story comprehensively, 
but is it possible that under those circumstances, where people were 
starving, that CARE might not have had another option if  we accept 
your story?
Neales — I think that is obviously the decision that the head of  mission 
took, that the aid agency . . . couldn’t operate until the UN came to town. 
And that’s the situation I accept fully now and then. The issue is though, 
should an aid agency remain independent and neutral and separate from 
military and government involvement? And that is where I thought, in 
this instance, CARE Australia probably crossed the line.
East Timor . . . and other places
Almost 12 months before the reports of  CARE Australia’s 
involvement in intelligence gathering in Kosovo and Somalia, another 
Australian aid worker said he had made intelligence reports to the 
Australian Government. Lansell Taudevin, a former Methodist 
minister, went to East Timor in 1996 for the French-owned Egis 
Consulting. Egis had a contract for an AusAID (the Australian 
government aid organisation) water program. Over the next three 
years, and as the brutal Indonesian hold on East Timor began to attract 
world attention ahead of  the August 1999 vote for independence, 
Taudevin travelled extensively through East Timor, engaged in aid 
work but also collecting intelligence.
Taudevin (2000) writes: 
I had been asked to provide information and commentary by AusAID 
and embassy officials in Canberra and Jakarta. This I had done in a 
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situation in which I had a specific contract (with a managing company — 
not AusAID) that forbade me to become involved in politics.
Taudevin sent back hundreds of  reports that included warnings 
“. . . about the arming and training of  militias. I provided concrete 
evidence but both my reports and my presence were dismissed as 
‘extremist’ and ‘alarmist’.” He left East Timor in April 1999 after his 
life was threatened by pro-Indonesian militia groups and after he was 
also accused of  spying and ordered to go by the Indonesia Army. 
Taudevin first went public with his story in April 1999 on the ABC 
current affairs radio program AM. In September, ahead of  the ballot 
for independence, “the militia went on a rampage, killing an unknown 
number of  civilians, destroying most of  the islands infrastructure and 
forcing hundreds of  thousands from their homes” (Williams 1999) in 
a campaign predicted by Taudevin.
Not only did Taudevin claim his intelligence assessments were 
rejected but also that both his employer and the Australian government 
tried to stop him talking to the media. He was dismissed as a 
“fruitloop” (Taudevin 2000, p. 8) by an assistant to Alexander 
Downer, the Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs. However, 
the Australian Opposition spokesman on Foreign Affairs, Laurie 
Brereton, said he placed considerable value on Taudevin’s reports 
(Dateline 2000b). In January 2000 Taudevin took legal action against 
his employer and the Australian government claiming payment for 
his intelligence work.
Several other reports covered aid agencies gathering, or being 
approached to gather, intelligence information.1 The Australian, on 4 
February 2000, followed SBS World News in reporting comments from 
the chief  executive of  the Fred Hollows Foundation, Mike Lynskey, 
that the aid agency had been approached to gather information for 
unidentified government agencies. Lynskey said the agency had been 
approached to “. . . provide information and to give people access to 
the people that we’ve found and to help fill in the picture between the 
cracks in some of  the places that we work”. He added the approach 
had been rejected because “It’s not our role. Our role is to do a 
particular job. We’re not beholden to the Australian government or 
any other government” (Gilchrist 2000).
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The Age reported that approaches to gather information were 
not restricted to Australian aid workers. On 13 February it reported 
“International humanitarian aid agencies face increasing pressure 
from Western governments to cooperate in gathering military 
intelligence, according to European Union sources.” Two unnamed 
EU diplomats were quoted:
It is a fact of  life for aid workers in the field that Western government, 
Western militaries, want to use them to glean information for them. 
And when they need the cooperation of  the military — be they warring 
factions or allied peacekeepers — to deliver humanitarian aid, it is 
becoming increasingly difficult for them to avoid the overt and subtle 
pressure to comply.
And:
It is a well-known fact in some circles that aid agencies have been 
a cover for gatherers of  military intelligence. But anywhere there is 
a conflict spooks will seek a cover — maybe you should also point 
out that military intelligence operatives also pose as journalists in 
conflict situations.
Reaction
CARE Australia chair Malcolm Fraser anticipated the division and 
the debate that would follow the report on CARE’s role in the OSCE 
monitoring operation in the Dateline program on 2 February: 
I think it was unfortunate. I wish it hadn’t happened … a humanitarian 
organisation in an emergency area as the Balkans plainly was, should not 
also be involved in monitoring, now that’s very clear.
Fraser added that he didn’t know about the Australian involvement 
in the monitoring program until after Pratt, Wallace and Jelen had 
been arrested: 
I believe I should have known and if  I had known, I think the program 
might have ended … Let’s put it this way, with the wisdom of  hindsight, 
in my view, CARE Australia’s view is that a monitoring operation should 
not be attached in any way to a humanitarian operation.
The Dateline program also reported the reaction of  another aid 
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organisation. The Australian president of  Medecins Sans Frontieres, 
Fiona Terry, said:
I’m very surprised that (CARE) would engage in such a blatantly 
ambiguous position . . . I think most people would be shocked and 
disappointed about it . . . I do think there could be bad repercussions 
and, yes, it could compromise very much our ability to work in conflict 
areas.
That was the theme in the editorial, features and letters pages in the 
days immediately after the Dateline program went to air. 
On 4 February, the editorial in the Australian commented:
Spying endangers relief  efforts . . . Revelations that CARE Australia’s 
Steve Pratt played a part in helping Canadian colleagues set up an 
information-gathering system to monitor peacekeeping efforts in Kosovo 
raises questions about the role of  humanitarian bodies . . . the issue is the 
burden of  perception that such monitoring activities by aid organisations 
create. Should they be involved with anything but delivering humanitarian 
assistance? . . . The controversy surrounding Pratt demonstrates that a 
vigorous debate is needed urgently to define the role of  aid bodies and 
at what point that role becomes compromised.
Opposite the editorial, a feature piece by a former Australian 
intelligence officer, Warren Read, said:
Stark line divides aid workers and the military. The furore over the 
apparent involvement of  an Australian aid worker in the peace monitoring 
activities of  (OSCE) highlights the crucial need for international aid 
groups to stay squeaky-clean . . . Not only was tension high in Kosovo 
but the suspicion among Serbian counterintelligence officers (those 
charged with the task of  catching foreign spies on their soil) that OSCE 
might be riddled with spies was even higher …How then, CARE Canada 
could have actively involved itself  in peace-monitoring operation defies 
all logic and common sense. 
Among the views in the Australian’s letters section:
Humanitarian organisations must avoid confusion between humanitarian 
tasks and intelligence tasks. CARE Canada’s negotiation with Steve 
Pratt lends weight to the case put by the Serbian government that Steve 
Pratt as country coordinator contravened Serbian laws by undertaking 
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intelligence activities. NGO staff  often forget that local laws do apply to 
them. (Andrew MacLeod, Albert Part, Vic.).
Steve Pratt, say it isn’t so. We trusted you. We supported you. We believed 
you. We prayed for you. (A. Higgins, Adelaide).
All is lost for CARE. How can they expect anyone to give them money 
for humanitarian work, and claim to be a humanitarian organisation, 
when their sister organisations get involved in such activities as described 
in the Australian yesterday . . . CARE Australian executive director Mr 
Charles Tapp should resign — or be forced from his position. (Jane 
Turner, Redfern, NSW).
The issue was still attracting editorial comment several days later 
with the Sydney Morning Herald writing on 9 February:
Reports from a war zone . . . it is also clear now that the CARE 
organisation was much more seriously compromised, much more 
seriously than previously thought, by information gathering operations 
. . . . What might seem quite separate to CARE would not necessarily 
look that way to the Yugoslav authorities, especially once the NATO 
bombardment of  Belgrade got under way . . . their (Pratt, Wallace 
and Jelen) experience is a sobering warning not only to CARE but to 
other humanitarian agencies as well of  the extreme need, in times of  
conflict, to keep the distinction between humanitarian aid work and 
‘peace monitoring’ absolutely clear.
World Vision Australia, another major aid agency, commented on 
13 February. Chief  executive Lynn Arnold wrote that aid agencies 
often needed to seek the protection of  military forces in the delivery 
of  aid. This posed ethical issues, Arnold added, because the goals 
of  the aid groups and the military are quite different. However he 
observed some of  the tools of  modern aid work, vehicles, radios 
and satellite phones could be interpreted as the tools of  potential 
espionage. Arnold wrote “It is clear that the time has come for 
humanitarian groups to take stock of  themselves and establish 
internationally accepted guidelines for working in zones of  conflict.”
On 17 February, a two-sentence report in the Sydney Morning 
Herald read “CARE chief  resigns. CARE Australia’s chief  executive, 
Mr Charles Tapp, has quit. He will become deputy director-general 
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of  AusAID, the federal government’s agency in charge of  foreign 
aid”. 
NGOs
Governments around the world are increasingly turning to non-
government organisations (NGOs) for the delivery of  services. This 
is because aid can be delivered more cheaply, efficiently and at a 
distance from government via NGOs than through government 
channels. The number of  NGOs is growing rapidly with about 29,000 
international groups in 1995; and dozens of  new organisations are 
being created daily. In a feature article on NGOs on 2 February 2000 
The Economist reported: “By being ‘close to the action’ some NGOs, 
perhaps unwittingly, provide good cover for spies . . . .”
The Kosovo crisis in particular and the nature of  the NGO 
response poses questions about the role of  aid agencies. In Kosovo, 
NATO constructed the refugee camps and provided security, with 
the UNHCR losing its traditional position as the controller of  
the humanitarian effort. In the eyes of  one commentator (Rieff  
1999), the Kosovo crisis reached the limits of  “independent 
humanitarianism” with “the NGOs and UNHCR . . . reduced to 
the status of  implementing partner, or subcontractor, or even 
helpless onlooker”.
The major NGOs themselves are trying to maintain their standards 
and reputation. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement, supported by other big NGOs, has issued a code of  
conduct for workers in disaster relief. Its goal is to “maintain the 
high standards of  independence, effectiveness and impact to which 
disaster response NGOs . . . aspire”. Point four of  the code is the 
most important for this paper and states “We shall endeavor not to act 
as instruments of  government foreign policy,” then adds:
We will never knowingly — or through negligence — allow ourselves, or 
our employees, to be used to gather information of  a political, military or 
economically sensitive nature for governments or other bodies that may 
serve purposes other than those which are strictly humanitarian, nor will 
we act as instruments of  foreign policy of  donor governments.
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NGOs offer promise but not without problems. They can respond 
more quickly to crisis than governments and, in part because of  
new information and communication technologies, they can marshal 
extensive international support. Most big NGOs also maintain 
sophisticated media and public relations divisions. In her highly-
regarded Foreign Affairs article in 1997 Jessica T. Matthews wrote:
For all their strengths, NGOs are special interests . . . . The best of  them, 
the ablest and most passionate, often suffer most from tunnel vision, 
judging every public act by how it affects their particular interest … the 
need to sustain growing budgets can compromise the independence of  
mind and approach that is their greatest asset.
During the research for this paper, a document revealing CARE’s 
attitude to public relations was obtained from an NGO source. There 
is no reason to doubt its authenticity. Dated 10 February 2000 it is 
titled “Communication strategy for CARE USA regarding allegations 
about CARE’s independence”. The document was written to guide 
staff  in the face of  any questions arising from the incidents reported 
in the Australian media. The two-page document provides a “set of  
talking points should questions be asked” and warns the “range of  
possible questions is enormous”.
Staff  are urged to stress CARE’s commitment as an non-partisan, 
independent humanitarian organisation. If  Somalia is raised, the 
documents urges delaying tactics with the suggestion “reply that 
we are talking of  events that happened eight years previously and 
would need time to get the additional information”. On Pratt 
and Wallace:
CARE has always maintained — and still maintains — that their trial was 
a travesty of  justice and that the charges were without foundation. The 
men have suffered enough in prison without the further anguish of  a 
“trial” by media. Further publicity about such allegations also endangers 
other aid workers in the field.
The CARE suggestions, including delaying tactics and emotive 
terms such as “trial” by media echo the government or big business 
response that is an anathema to many supporters of  NGOs. 
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Information gathering
Few people would disagree that NGOs need to gather information 
as part of  their role in managing projects in places such as Kosovo. 
When the three CARE workers were convicted 11 Australian aid 
organisations (Wilson et al 1999) expressed their distress and 
opposition. On information gathering they said:
We emphasize that the gathering of  information relating to humanitarian 
needs and the security of  field staff  from UNHCR, other UN bodies, 
local bodies and other NGOs is part of  the normal duties of  aid workers 
in such settings. It is also normal for such information to be shared with 
head offices so that together field and head office staff  can plan future 
assistance in a difficult context or take evacuation decisions.
From the media reports it is difficult to establish the information 
flow, if  any, between CARE’s humanitarian operation and the 
monitoring operation. However, the model information flow 
described in the statement by the aid agencies suggests there are few 
checks on its distribution.
CARE Canada’s national director, John Watson, who travelled for 
a week with Steve Pratt in Kosovo, told Dateline:
It was quite clear to us that on the traditional humanitarian side it was 
getting very difficult. They were blowing up more houses than we could 
repair, we didn’t have land-mine proof  vehicles . . . you had to know 
where the land mines were or where the conflict was. So there was a 
definite advantage to having a peace monitoring program going on to 
CARE’s traditional humanitarian work. We decided the two could be 
quite separate and therefore we went ahead with it. 
This poses the question of  what, and to whom, was the 
advantage?
On the ABC’s Four Corners program Liz Jackson reported:
Jackson — All aid agencies in Yugoslavia were by this time receiving daily 
security briefings from the Organisation for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe who had a high profile role monitoring the cease-fire in 
Kosovo.
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Wallace — So that we were aware of  where the security risks were, 
what areas we should avoid in terms of  where the conflicts were, 
demonstrations, mines, that sort of  thing.
Jackson — You didn’t give information back to them?
Wallace — Absolutely not.
Jackson — Steve Pratt was sending much of  this security information 
back to CARE in his situation reports, parts of  which real like this: 
“Significant government forces, back about 12 VJ (army) heavy tanks 
and armoured cars, launched operations against known KLA strong 
points recently established closer to Podujevo.”
The reports were seized by the Yugoslav authorities when the aid 
workers were detained. The military tone of  some of  the reports 
fuelled Yugoslav concerns about spying. Pratt (Saunders 2000) would 
acknowledge that some of  the reports were “. . . indiscreet and were 
offensive to the (Milosevic) regime”. 
Conclusion
The different reports of  the events considered in this paper 
are all from journalists and news organisations of  good reputation 
in a country that prides itself  on press freedom and quality. Yet 
self-censorship by journalists and/or news organisations is clear 
and readers and viewers have been presented with incomplete or 
dramatically different accounts of  the various events. They can 
choose to believe one version or another, or to remain sceptical 
of  the individuals and organisations, including the media and 
governments, involved.
NGOs continue to grow in size and influence. Their supporters 
are often critical of  the lack of  accountability of  government and 
business. But NGOs too must be questioned and held to account. 
Their values and goals, however laudable, can become distorted and 
confused like those of  any organisation. The entire NGO community 
needs to continually examine its values and practices in the knowledge 
that bad practices by one organisation can tarnish the image of  all. 
In the environment in which NGOs often function, there is no room 
for hair-splitting or rationalisation. In that environment, a tarnished 
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image can threaten the work of  organisations and the safety of  its 
workers. A reputation — good or bad — gained in one region will 
spread quickly to other regions with little room for fine distinctions.
The media need to be cautious in their dealings with NGOs. 
Because journalists might share the apparently non-political and 
humanitarian goals of  NGOs, their scrutiny should not be relaxed. 
Full and frank reporting of  the activities of  NGOs should be pursued 
with the vigor consistent with the ideals of  good journalism. The 
ability and willingness — dictated by NGOs need for continuing 
public support — to take journalists to, or to help them in, difficult 
locations and operations should not be allowed to color the opinion 
and approach of  journalists and news organisations. This is particularly 
true where journalists are frustrated by budget constraints and new 
technologies change news gathering and presentation.
The three men who were arrested in Kosovo are now free and 
Slobodan Milosevic remains in power. The military and humanitarian 
projects in Somalia went ahead. However, the United Nations troops 
were forced to leave in 1995 and, at best, the result of  Western 
intervention is mixed. Australia and the world would finally respond 
to the plight of  the East Timorese. Different responses at different 
times would have resulted in different outcomes that are, of  course, 
impossible to gauge. 
Fundamental to this paper is the question of  when journalists and 
news organisations should report, or not report, what they know. In 
part, this goes back to what is one of  the most fundamental issues 
in journalism; news values, and how these conflict with other values. 
One tenet of  journalism is transparency. The Age journalist in Somalia 
decided public support for a CARE humanitarian mission was more 
important than the disclosure of  that mission’s links with the military. 
SBS Television decided on a course of  action that it calculated was 
least threatening to three aid workers, but a course that denied the 
public information that was relevant to shaping public sentiment, 
and perhaps through that government action. If  the CARE action 
in Somalia had been reported when it was observed then, perhaps, 
the ensuing debate would have, years later, prevented CARE from 
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pursuing the path it took in Kosovo. Then SBS would not have had to 
delay its reporting with whatever implications that carried.
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agents posing as journalists is explored in Gersh Hernandez, D. (1996), 
“Posing as journalists”, Editor and Publisher, 2 March, v. 129, n. 9, p. 8 that 
draws on Johnson, L.J. (1989), America’s Secret Power: the CIA in a democratic 
Society, New York, Oxford University Press, and others.
Mr McCarthy is an Australian television journalist currently based 
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Marcus Clarke: the romance 
of  reality
David Conley
Australia’s most durable novel, For the Term of  His Natural Life, 
places Marcus Clarke at the pinnacle of  Australia’s literary 
ancestry. His magnum opus has antecedents in his journalism 
but few scholars have recognised the extent to which Clarke’s 
reportage influenced his fiction. This paper argues he treated 
journalism and fiction as companions in language, information 
gathering, theme and truth telling.
Although Mark Twain called him Australia’s only literary genius Marcus Clarke regarded himself  primarily as a journalist, albeit a literary one. Through journalism he sought to depict 
Melbourne as Dickens chronicled London and Balzac sketched 
Paris. Like his role models, Clarke employed observation and fact 
finding as tools of  social protest. Criticised for being sensational in 
journalism and melodramatic in fiction, Clarke’s sense of  audience 
and commitment to realism showed he was more attuned to public 
taste than some critics. Journalism gave Clarke more than a meal 
ticket en route to Australia’s first great novel. It contributed the skills, 
contacts and confidence to seed a new literature for a young country 
marked by congenital scars from its unnatural life.
Clarke, a transplanted Londoner who spoke fluent French, viewed 
England’s distant colonial outpost from a global — or at least 
a European — perspective. Journalism encouraged him to think 
in terms of  public policy and its impacts on cities, nations and 
peoples. In Australia no such policy was more formative than Britain’s 
transportation of  convicts. This recognition served Clarke’s ambition 
to write a masterpiece acknowledged as such in his mother country, 
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which was the source of  what Clarke saw as a brutal system that 
dehumanized its victims and perpetrators.
This article’s overarching thesis is that Clarke’s journalism enabled 
his fiction, providing funds to pursue it and the vehicle to refine it. 
However, it is not argued a good journalist is likely to become a good 
novelist, or that a bad journalist cannot succeed as a novelist. It will 
be asserted that His Natural Life — the novel’s original title — and its 
journalistic antecedents demonstrate Clarke’s commitment to realism 
and the development of  a truly Australian literature.
Journalism and fiction foster cultural transmission, giving a 
community a sense of  self. Therefore when a writer demonstrates skill 
in each discipline it is worth examining interdependencies between 
them. However the state of  knowledge in this field is not strong: 
journalism’s impact on fiction has not been adequately addressed 
in Australia. This is especially true given the number of  novelists 
who began as journalists — more than 170 since Australia’s first 
novel was published in 1830.
Journalist or novelist?
In reviewing Marcus Clarke: An Annotated Checklist: 1863-1972 by 
Samuel Rowe, Wilding observes that listings of  Clarke’s own writing 
take up 44 quarto pages. Sixteen pages are devoted to critical and 
biographical commentary. Wilding says the checklist traces journalism 
buried for a century:
What comes through markedly is the breadth and scope of  Clarke’s 
writing — something that his great novel, His Natural Life, had tended 
to overshadow. For too long he was remembered only as a one-book 
writer. There is no excuse for such a misrepresentation now (Wilding 
1977, p.97).
Hergenhan (1972, p.xv), who edited a selection of  Clarke’s 
journalism published in 1972, argues that much of  his writing is worth 
reviving. This is because of  his ability to understand and interpret 
what has been described as “the parti-coloured patchworked garment 
of  life”. Clarke pioneered the regular newspaper column in Australia 
on local topics that helped him build a reputation and refine his 
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writing (Hergenhan 1972, p.xxiv). So it was for others, including 
Daniel Defoe and Gabriel Garcia Marquez. Defoe is said to have 
“invented” modern journalism in 1704 (Whitton 1996, p.11) as well 
as inventing the novel (Holbrook 1998, p.11). But he was a political 
commentator long before Robinson Crusoe was published in 1719. Sims 
(1992, p.32) discusses how Marquez’s newspaper columns exhibit 
signs of  narrative experimentation: “He continues to experiment 
with narrative discourse in his journalistic pieces and keeps adding 
journalistic and literary elements to his fiction.”
Whether Clarke’s newspaper columns and magazine essays amount 
to “literature” is a vexed question. According to Hergenhan the 
matter should be confronted:
Probably no amount of  theoretical argument will convert those who 
believe, often a priori, that journalism is necessarily an inferior form 
of  literature, indeed not worthy of  the name at all. The best argument 
is to offer samples and attempt to discuss their merits and limitations 
(Hergenhan 1972, p.xxv).
Byrne (1896, p.39) says journalism is the early occupation of  many 
novelists who abandon the profession as soon as they show literary 
talent. Yet, he continues, Clarke remained a leader in journalism, “a 
position which would have unfavourably affected the literary tone 
and ambition of  a still more energetic writer”. However, he was not 
an outstanding reporter. On occasion he was an unethical one: he 
once wrote a review of  a play that he did not attend but learned after 
publication had been cancelled. Nor did his talents lay in routine 
police or court reporting or in editing. Three magazines Clarke edited 
and/or partly owned either went bankrupt or sacked him.
Clarke’s journalism found few supporters among early scholars 
and commentators. Francis Adams (1893, p.104) said a “slim volume” 
of  Clarke’s writing could be published to supplement his masterpiece. 
A.G. Stephens contended that while Clarke had an “admirable” 
journalist’s style it was not always effective from a literary standpoint 
(qtd. in Palmer 1946, p.11). Walter Murdoch (1910, n. pag.) said 
Clarke’s “good writing” was more voluminous than people realised. 
However, he continued, the amount worth preserving was small. 
Palmer (1946, p.10) describes him as being “weak in detail” and prone 
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to “sweeping generalisations”. Gyles and Sutherland argue Clarke did 
not have a reputation for accuracy:
The drudgery of  routine press work did not impair his originality, or dull 
the edge of  his vivid imagination; indeed in later years it became notorious 
that the vivacity of  his correspondence with some of  the country papers 
was more attractive than its accuracy, and this characteristic to some 
extent militated against his usefulness in the soberer duties of  daily 
journalism (1898, pp.311-2).
Clarke, they continue, also had difficulty writing sub-leaders. He 
could not treat serious subjects in a “judicially argumentative manner” 
with a clearly structured beginning, middle and end (1898, p.312). 
He also created headaches for editors by alleging corruption was 
rampant in every Victorian Government department. Fraser (1981, 
p.22) concludes Clarke “found it impossible to buckle down to 
the routine daily life of  a journalist”, and Gyles and Sutherland 
agree Clarke’s “most appropriate” vocation was as a novelist (p.328, 
335).
As noted by Wannan (1964, p.xix), who also edited a selection 
of  Clarke’s works, there has been a body of  literary criticism in 
Australia “almost completely unsympathetic, or at least unresponsive, 
to Clarke’s lesser writings”. In the Sydney Bulletin of  April 17, 
1897 A.G. Stephens said Clarke’s minor works had “no humanity 
whatever”. They “sparkle coldly, illumined by the head but hardly 
ever heated by the heart” and do not attempt to “sound the human 
depths”. In his 1913 History of  Australasia Arthur Jose (qtd. in 
Wannan 1964, p.xix) described Clarke as a “brilliant but rather shallow 
journalist”. Palmer (1946, p.10-11) recorded a remark by a prominent 
editor he believed to have been David Syme that: “We have half-dozen 
men on the paper who can write stories as well as Clarke could”. 
In Palmer’s view Clarke did not have poetic vision: “… though 
warm of  heart in the daily affairs of  life, his imagination was 
always cold; he was the professional, moved by nothing but his 
own sense of  skill”.
Other critics have disagreed. Brazier (1902, p.14) argued that 
nothing as brilliant as Clarke’s newspaper column, “Peripatetic 
Philosopher”, had appeared in colonial journalism: “It is really not 
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ephemeral literature at all but literary art of  a very high order.” 
According to McLaren (1982, p.221), Clarke primarily was a journalist: 
“He was able to sense a story; he was aggressive and combative, 
ready to translate his thoughts into arresting words that caught the 
imagination of  the public …” Based on his books London’s Daily 
Telegraph once offered him a position because he possessed journalistic 
qualifications of  the “highest order”. Elliott finds Clarke to be 
a “stimulating and versatile journalist” (1958, p.46), although he 
concludes the routines of  a journalist’s life are “fairly humdrum” 
(1969, p.11).
When just 21 Clarke began his “Peripatetic Philosopher” column 
for the Australasian. According to Elliott (1969, p.7): “Whatever else 
he might do, he must certainly write; he was immediately recognised 
as a born journalist, essayist and commentator.” According to Gyles 
and Sutherland (1898, p.311), Clarke as a teenager was determined to 
embrace literature as a profession and to enter it through journalism. 
This helped to develop Clarke’s prose and information-gathering 
skills, provided a popular forum for his work and afforded a privileged 
position from which to observe public policy questions. His fiction 
and non-fiction were pursued within the same journalistic/artistic 
milieu with journals and magazines being the central spine joining 
Clarke’s fiction and non-fiction. If  themes recurred in each then so 
did the tools and forums for their development.
This is particularly so in terms of  information gathering. Clarke’s 
documentary approach was evident in his journalism, as reflected in 
the articles collected in Old Tales of  a Young Country. It was fortuitous 
he had ready access to the Southern Hemisphere’s best public library 
as well as newspaper resources. Historical research also informed his 
subsequent fiction, demonstrating that journalistic skills employed in 
his non-fiction contributed to the realism of  His Natural Life.
Clarke saw journalism as the most effective way to earn a living 
while writing. However he was more than a journalist and a novelist. 
He wrote 30 short stories and literary sketches, 40 songs and 20 
poems and was involved in writing or contributing to more than 20 
plays. To supplement his writing income he also served eight years 
as sub-librarian for the Melbourne Public Library. Clarke nearly 
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lost this position in 1874 when his bankruptcy was made public. 
In many respects the post, which was abolished after his death, 
was a sinecure:
… in all the time he was at the library his contributions to the newspapers 
did not slacken. There is some basis for believing that he always regarded 
his journalism as his main profession, and the only thing he took really 
seriously at the library was his salary (Elliott 1952, p.8).
In terms of  readership/circulation and personal finances it was as 
a magazine editor and sometime proprietor that Clarke experienced 
his most spectacular failures. Hergenhan (1972, p.xxiii) observes 
Clarke lived in an era that saw the flowering of  journalism and the 
English novel. Magazines became popular and, through serialization, 
helped link and promote journalism and literature. Clarke was aware 
of  this trend in America, England and Europe. It motivated his 
magazine forays, the best known of  which saw the birth of His 
Natural Life.
A natural life in Lower Bohemia
In 1927 the Melbourne Argus conducted a literary competition 
to ascertain which Australian books its readers regarded most highly. 
Although His Natural Life had been published 53 years earlier it 
easily allowed Marcus Clarke to be declared Australia’s most popular 
novelist (Nile 1998, p.145). Yet few of  those readers would have been 
aware of  the novel’s journalistic antecedents. His Natural Life did 
more to fuse Clarke’s journalism and fiction than his other works. 
Wilding (1997, p. 21) speaks of  the novel’s “massive incorporation of  
journalism and documentary report”. It was steeped in factual detail 
and strengthened by information-gathering skills, documentation and 
deadline discipline developed through journalism. Equally important 
but more difficult to assess are the contacts and public profile Clarke 
gained through journalism. They assisted him in publishing the serial 
and the novel. As Elliott argues, journalism funded his fiction:
If  he looked to make his fortune out of  [His Natural Life] he was 
disappointed. This was nothing new, however; he continually placed 
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hopes in his writings, but it was only journalism which brought him any 
substantial income, and that was never enough (1969, p.26).
According to Hergenhan (1972, p.xxviii), journalism helped 
Clarke build permanence from daily experience and was formative 
in his fiction’s evolution:
Clarke was one of  the pioneers who demonstrated the literary 
potentialities of  what was close at hand in the colonial city, and it is 
interesting that though he could treat it at once successfully and popularly 
in his journalism, he could not do so in the forms of  short story, verse 
or novel (1972, p.xxiv).
Clarke did not seek to duplicate in his long fiction the themes and 
tone achieved in his more creative journalism. Yet there are parallels 
between his convict novel, Old Tales of  a Young Country and his Lower 
Bohemia articles. The novel and collected journalism demonstrate 
Clarke’s interest in historical signification. In equal measure, his 
fascination with societal outcasts is sign-posted in both the Lower 
Bohemia series and His Natural Life.
Clarke’s failure as an editor had more to do with management 
skills than readership judgment. Few editors and even fewer reporters 
would have seen broad reader interest in depicting Melbourne’s lower 
classes. Otherwise, one assumes, such reportage would have occurred 
more commonly outside of  police and court-based stories. Yet it 
corresponds to his early interest in Balzac as well as to a serious 
approach to literature and the search for a universal theme for a major 
novel. Given Clarke’s sympathies, such a work inevitably would be 
influenced by Balzac and Dickens.
Dickens, he wrote, produced “books of  the age”. Like Balzac, 
he relied on journalistic information gathering to inject realism into 
his narratives. According to Maddocks (1979, p.303), Clarke used 
such techniques in his journalism and fiction: “Clarke’s journalism 
exemplifies the fusion of  direct observation and use of  literary 
sources that dominated his prose style.” In “Balzac and modern 
French literature” (Wilding 1998, p.621,627), which appeared in the 
Australasian, Clarke described Balzac as the “apostle of  realism” 
and the “founder of  the realistic school”. Balzac created the ground 
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plan of  a new, realistic literature that relied on direct observation. 
This “new literature” was what Clarke intended to produce for 
Australia.
Two years after the Balzac essay appeared, the “Peripatetic 
Philosopher” began the Lower Bohemia sketches. Published in 
the Australasian, they were impressive displays of  observation and 
investigative journalism. Wilding (1977, p.8) said that, in the best 
tradition of  expose journalism, the articles “describe the world of  the 
down-and-outs that most Melburnians not only had never experienced 
but did not even know existed”. The first sketch, published in the 
Australasian in 1869, was called “A night at the immigrant’s home”. 
Clarke’s report on the home for the destitute begins with a reference 
to the Balzac essay, saying Upper Bohemia was a place where “pretty 
flowers of  a prurient sentimentality flourished and bloomed” (Wilding 
1988, p.651). He sets apart the middle and upper classes — or most 
of  his readers — from those on the lowest end of  the economic 
scale. In so doing he takes upon himself  the Balzac-Dickens mantle 
of  the intrepid scribe interpreting an underworld for an insulated 
public.
Hergenhan (1972, p.xxxv-iv) is more perceptive than most in 
drawing links between His Natural Life and the Upper Bohemia series. 
He contends: “… the moving spirit behind Clarke’s descriptions is 
a compassion for those who live in such unrelieved misery, shut out 
from human care and sympathy to ‘perish each other along’.” He 
finds the “quintessential misery” emphasised in the series transcends 
Melbourne, metaphorically anticipating themes in the novel and 
suggesting its broader significance as a social fable. Hergenhan 
concludes:
It is hard to resist the inference that the interest in the types and 
personalities of  the poor and the criminal underworld of  Melbourne, 
in their faces and general appearance as well as their inner states and 
social significance, also prepared the way for the novel, if  not directly 
suggesting it (1972, p. xxxv).
The series was completed about six months before Clarke began 
working on the novel. It can be argued that Clarke, in His Natural 
Life, was seeking a larger canvas in which to carry a “man’s-
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inhumanity-to-man” message. In so doing he sought to achieve 
for Melbourne and Australia what Dickens had for London and 
England and Balzac for Paris and France. Clarke, in the Argus 
of  18 July, 1870, described Dickens as literature’s chief  realist 
(Hergenhan 1972, p.228). Dickens, he said, was a man of  the 
people who accurately expressed the thoughts, feelings and 
sentiments of  the average bourgeois. As the poor man’s friend 
who exposed lower class abuses Dickens: “… painted men and 
manners, not as they should be, but as they are. His romance was 
the romance of  reality …”
This phrase recurs in the sixth story in the series — “In outer 
darkness” (Wilding 1988, p.661) — in which Clarke describes Robinson 
Crusoe as a “superb romance of  reality”. The book captivated all 
classes of  readers “because it faithfully represents the terrible duel 
between one human intellect and the whole dumb savage power of  
the wilderness”. This is reminiscent of  Clarke’s convict protagonist 
Rufus Dawes, who shows resourcefulness after escaping into the 
Tasmanian wilderness. It is no coincidence Clarke admired Defoe. 
Like Clarke, Defoe was regarded by some as a “disreputable scribbler” 
who was fascinated by factual detail in seeking to edit a “fictional 
history” (Ross 1965, 8,13).
Clarke was promoting the efficacy of  reality by implying the “true 
romance” is in the actual, not the invented. Even in the days of  
Shakespeare, he said in his Dickens essay, people “wanted something 
real. Something about themselves”. But Morgan (1988, pp.244-5) 
argues Clarke’s main aim was not so much reforming society as 
gathering material that exercised his imaginative talents. In his view, 
Clarke was drawn to “the odd, the exotic and the dramatic because 
nothing in Melbourne stretched his talents”. While this may be true 
it also seems evident Clarke shared the pulse of  justice and humanity 
that motivated Balzac and Dickens. As Brazier (1902, p.14) remarks, 
one only need read the “Peripatetic Philosopher” to be “forcibly 
and finally convinced Marcus Clarke was a man of  tender, large and 
far-reaching sympathies”. Clarke was searching for a novelistic theme 
to move Australia — not to mention himself  — toward a new literary 
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age. Convict transportation and its barbarism of  England’s underclass 
fuelled that ambition.
Journalism in service of  fiction
In assessing harmonies between Marcus Clarke’s journalism and 
fiction it is important to consider specific elements that inform both 
types of  writing. These include:
• reader interest or sense of  audience;
• point of  view or voice;
• tone;
• theme or content;
• impact, or consequence;
• information gathering, or sourcing;
• quotation or dialogue;
• accuracy; and
• deadlines.
Brooks (1998, p.54) says there is no such thing as an “ideal reader”. 
Yet Clarke did not need journalism to recognise reader interest in 
horror and sensation or to have a writer’s sense of  the amorphous 
“general public”. But the profession is unique in putting the written 
word before the public on a regular basis, with consequent feedback 
on myriad issues. No journalist writes for publication without some 
conception of  reader identification and what impact the reportage 
might have. This is developed as journalists get feedback through 
colleagues and public contact, whether via a letter to the editor or in 
discourse with readers and news sources. Clarke achieved universality 
in his fiction, at least in part, through his journalism. The profession 
helped develop his “sense of  audience”. This, in turn, assisted him in 
identifying and developing themes to attract and hold readers. Besides 
providing fodder for his fiction, journalism was Clarke’s conduit 
to public attitudes and taste. Reader response was the 19th century 
equivalent — however imperfect — of  a modern marketing study. 
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As Clarke wrote in Humbug in 1870 under the headline “On the 
pleasures of  editorship”:
I have been called a murderer, villain, a thief, and an infamous and 
degraded hound, by numbers of  worthy people whom I never saw. And 
scarcely a week passed but I received a note from some respectable 
butcher, or baker, or candlestick maker, stating “the paragraph 
commencing so and so” is an “atrocious and cowardly libel” and 
informing me that the curses of  generations yet unborn will be poured 
out on my devoted head (Hergenhan 1972, 223-4).
Clarke must have felt he missed the mark when the circulation of  
The Australian Journal plummeted during the serialization of  
His Natural Life. Rees (1942, p.102) believes this was due to a 
popular distrust of  local talent. It also may be attributed to a 
colonial mindset that sought to push transportation out of  public 
consciousness, much as America sought to do with the Vietnam 
War through much of  the 1970s and 1980s. As Wilding (1988, 
p.xx) notes, one early critic argued Clarke’s novel drew attention to 
aspects of  Australian history best left forgotten. Yet when it was 
reprinted as a serial after his death circulation increased.
Clarke’s sense of  audience was sufficiently acute to keep him in 
employment as a columnist and essayist. Despite early disappointment 
his convict novel was said to have been in every settler’s household. 
It gave colonial Australia a sense of  unity through greater knowledge 
of  and connection with a shared history. Clarke produced a character 
and a story that helped achieve his aim of  creating a new and truly 
Australian literature. Over time it gave his “audience” the opportunity 
to reinvent itself  and possibly even feel better about themselves. 
According to Dempsey:
… the book’s energy and melodrama helped turn around the conventional 
view of  convicts as thugs and murderers. It was a revision the settlers 
were happy to accommodate. Rufus Dawes was a romantic, tragic figure; 
and sure, the convicts weren’t all so bad after all (1999, p.7).
Clarke’s point of  view and voice differ markedly in his journalism 
and fiction. In journalism he was the raconteur, sensationalist, 
polemicist and satirist. In fiction he was, ironically, more likely to 
take the role of  the disembodied, objective observer more akin 
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to a reporter’s perspective than a novelist’s. Rees (1942, p.104) 
remarks Clarke in His Natural Life, “makes the cardinal error of  
never letting you see into the mind of  his hero, and thus denies 
him the reader’s true sympathy based on self-identification”. Yet 
Elliott (1946, p.6) found Clarke was too emotional and confused 
to be another Balzac: “He had not the detachment necessary for 
the kind of  realism at which he aimed.”
In His Natural Life Clarke attained realism’s aim of  recording 
and reporting what he had uncovered and refusing — as Morgan 
(1988, p.239) puts it — to saturate the narrative with his own 
“emotional fancies”. This is noteworthy, given his passionate 
opposition to transportation. Wilding asserts the unemotional, 
authorial distance achieved in His Natural Life contributes to 
the book’s impact:
… the restraint, the detached manner of  narration, makes the horror more 
telling. Clarke uses a similar detachment of  manner in his scrupulousness 
about the precise months and years, and about geographical accuracy. 
This both emphasises the documentary aspect of  the book, and 
underlines the horror (1974, p.26).
Clarke’s life experience — quite apart from his journalism — 
affected his viewpoint. His mother’s early death followed by his 
father’s death when Clarke was just 16 would, of  course, have been 
attitude-moulding experiences. In this respect His Natural Life is 
autobiographical — Rufus Dawes lost his family and inheritance 
and was wrongly transported to Australia. Wilding (1974, pp.386-87) 
says the novel’s settings reflect personal themes of  expatriation and 
emigration. Clarke came to Australia of  his own freewill but only as 
a result of  personal calamity. As Hergenhan (1972, p.xxv) remarks, it is 
difficult to separate a novelist’s social and historical interests from an 
imaginative work: “… and in journalism, too, the occasion, the means, 
and the personal viewpoint must be taken into account”.
There is a striking binary in Clarke’s writing. His journalism 
served as a clearinghouse for viewpoints sublimated in his fiction. 
Kerrane and Yagoda recognise journalism’s subjectivity-objectivity. 
They believe an:
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… outsized and unabashed subjectivity can be a superb route to 
understanding. The disembodied, measured voice of  the classic 
journalism is a kind of  flim-flam, as the pure objectivity it implies is 
probably unattainable by humans. By stepping out from the shadows and 
laying bare his or her prejudices, anxieties, thought processes, whatever, 
the reporter gives us something firmer and truer to hold on to as we come 
to our own conclusions (Kerrane and Yagoda 2000, p.4).
Clarke the journalist “stepped out of  the shadows” to discover 
Clarke the novelist. The tone of  Clarke’s journalism — especially his 
columns and essays — often is facetious, playful and opinionated. 
But as Hergenhan observes, Mackinnon and Wannan omitted from 
collections Clarke’s more serious and essays and leaders on political 
and social issues (1972, p.xxxii). This may, in part, be attributed to 
difficulty in identifying articles without by-lines. However it also 
may be emblematic of  some scholars’ devaluation of  his journalism 
and limited appreciation of  how it influenced his fiction. Clarke the 
journalist too often has been seen as “The Peripatetic Philosopher”, 
the jocular, ironic man about Melbourne in search of  sensation. 
While Clarke used humour to indict society he also attacked public 
figures. The consequent high-profile spats were commented upon 
in other papers and journals.
The difference in tone between Clarke’s journalism and fiction is 
reflected in his sense of  audience and point of  view in both genres as 
well as in his commitment to realism. Authorial intrusion and opinion 
are inevitable in the kind of  journalism at which Clarke excelled. In 
fiction his commitment to realism required an opposite approach. 
He constructed stories in which there was room for characters, not 
authors. According to Dempsey (1999, p.7), if  Patrick White, David 
Malouf  or Rodney Hall had been given Rufus Dawes they would have 
him “trembling with the weight of  insight, blinded by his sensibilities 
and stranded in a poetic haze”. In Clarke’s hands, however, Dawes 
has survived into the 21st century.
Transportation is the issue most commonly interfacing Clarke’s 
journalism and fiction. But as a journalist Clarke broached subjects 
ranging from drunkenness to religion, education, share trading, art 
criticism and prostitution as well as sundry political issues. Concerns 
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for such issues are evident in his collected journalism. In many 
respects they foreshadow and underscore his treatment of  what he 
saw as the century’s greatest public policy issue.
In his journalism and fiction Clarke saw himself  as chronicler and 
commentator. Motivating themes in both genres are suggested in 
Civilization without Delusion. In it Clarke criticises creeds that teach the 
intellect should be distrusted:
The interest now felt in churchmen’s disputations will be transferred 
to discoveries of  science. The progress of  the world will be the sole 
care of  its inhabitants; and the elevation of  the race, the only religion of  
mankind (Wilding 1988, 682-83).
Clarke concludes by quoting a North American Review writer who 
said if  popular enlightenment continued the 20th century would see 
for the first time a civilisation without an active and general delusion. 
Within this framework Clarke saw himself  as a truth teller. He could 
use his writing to further the popular enlightenment to which he 
was committed. The degree to which Clarke regarded news and 
fiction as concomitant with “truth” and therefore a weapon for 
“enlightenment” is open to question. Perhaps he would concur with 
Walter Lippmann: “The function of  news is to signalize an event; the 
function of  truth is to bring to light the hidden facts, to set them 
into relation with each other, and make a picture of  reality on 
which men can act” (qtd. in Epstein 1975, p.3). Clarke saw his 
journalism and fiction as truth-telling partners. He used each to 
elevate public consciousness on key issues and so contribute to the 
colony’s political evolution.
Although Clarke’s fiction outlasted his journalism one is so reliant 
upon the other as to be, in some respects, indivisible. Clarke was 
accused of  hyperbole in both. The Hobart Examiner said his convict 
novel was “hideous with realistic ghastliness, nauseous with detail 
of  barbaric torturings, scarcely relieved by any touch of  tenderness” 
(Hergenhan 1971, p.53). However McCann (1996, p.224) asserts, the 
book’s explicitness contributes to its public appeal. Howarth (1954, 
p.274) interprets the novel as a plea to abolish penal settlements.
Given the Australian Journal lost subscribers when serializing the 
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novel it is no surprise Clarke re-evaluated it when preparing it for 
book publication. Howarth (1954, p.272) points out the plot was too 
involved and Clarke made too great a concession to a Dickensian 
penchant for melodrama. Based on advice from former Victorian 
Premier Sir Charles Duffy, Clarke altered Dawes’ motives and reduced 
the text’s size. It can be argued Clarke the journalist was used to being 
edited. Therefore he may have been more amenable to change for 
readership purposes than a non-journalist would have been.
In terms of  impact Howarth concludes that His Natural Life:
… must have exerted an influence on the public and so on official 
opinion everywhere, and surely contributed to the gradual amelioration 
of  the convict’s lot, especially the growing feel that casting men out of  
this earthly Eden is no true way of  settling their problems or ours. It is 
thus the first great Australian novel (1954, p.276).
Clarke’s journalism confronted Melbourne’s hidden social problems 
through his documentary approach to information gathering. 
This was evident in his commitment to direct observation as 
well as in canvassing contemporary debate. Although Hergenhan 
(1972, p.432) says poverty was not considered a major problem 
the sketches showed relief  agencies were not coping with demand. 
While newspapers did not operate as a pack in the modern sense, 
Hergenhan (1972, p.429) contends Clarke’s articles on Melbourne 
nightlife and related social problems broke down press reticence 
and sparked newspapers into rivalry. Thus, he could take some 
responsibility for widening public debate on such issues as vice, 
gambling, liquor laws and poverty.
Clarke’s back-street journalism foreshadowed his seminal novel. As 
Wilding notes, in England Australia traditionally represented the other 
side of  the social coin, and that is Clarke’s material:
His novel deals literally with the underworld; the world beneath Europe, 
the other side of  the globe, the bottom of  the map: and the world of  
criminals and prisoners (not necessarily synonymous), the underworld 
of  society that England preferred not to know about and to dispose of. 
In his depiction of  the penal colony Clarke offers a complete counter 
picture of  English society in its systems of  authority, oppression and 
brutalisation (1974, p. 20).
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Byrne (1896, pp.72-3) argues His Natural Life represents the 
first and last evidence Clarke recognised the claims made about 
realism in fiction. He adds his minor writings show “no proof  of  
special preparation” and he found “minute thoroughness” repugnant. 
Wilding (1974, p.383) contends Clarke’s journalistic research opened 
his eyes to the potential of  fiction in historical records: “He was 
happy to take the records and adapt, expand and explore them — 
yet always keeping those holds he could on the documentary records 
themselves.” Clarke took readers where they normally would not go, 
whether it be Melbourne’s seediest districts or into the fine detail of  
convict punishments. In so doing Clarke maintained a journalistic 
commitment to facts, and was familiar with the obstructions and 
complications in finding and publishing them. His privileged position 
as an journalist is acknowledged in “Port Arthur visited, 1870”: 
“When at Hobart Town, I had asked an official of  position to allow 
me to see the records, and — in consideration of  the Peacock — he 
was obliging enough to do so” (Wannan 1964, p. 142).
Aware of  the efficacy of  direct quotation in journalism he 
employs idiom-laced dialogue in His Natural Life while also quoting 
documentary sources. Although journalistic quotation often is stilted 
it can be argued the profession assisted Clarke in developing an ear 
for realistic speech. Practice may not mean perfection but it usually 
means improved skill and confidence. Clarke’s journalistic awareness 
of  society’s vivid and varied voices, from tramps to politicians, gave 
him a privileged position in achieving the heteroglossia as signified 
by Bakhtin (Bullock & Trombley 1988, p.381). He says novelistic 
heteroglossia — described as another’s speech in another’s language 
— represents authorial intention, albeit in a refracted way (1998, p. 
40). Yet the same can be said about journalistic voices. Who does 
one quote? Which comments are used? What is quoted directly 
and what is paraphrased? Such practice is not foreign to fiction, 
affording the journalist-turned-novelist an experiential basis for 
crafting realistic dialogue.
The profession’s — and the public’s — insistence on accuracy 
gave Clarke more respect for facts than he might otherwise have 
had. Although not the most accurate journalist, the profession made 
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Clarke a more careful novelist. In the preface of  Old Tales of  a Young 
Country he asks any readers who might be better informed to advise 
him if  corrections were needed. This extraordinary request shows 
a commitment to accuracy, suggesting a sensitivity to error that 
journalism sharpened. Hergenhan (1972, p.xxxiv) says Clarke’s 
columns on Melbourne’s outcasts suggests the sense of  kinship 
he felt with the poor, as evidenced by the sketches’ accuracy and 
restraint.
Combining real people and incidents with government records 
gives His Natural Life peculiar power. That, of  course, is a key intent 
of  realism. But Clarke was accused of  crossing the line between 
documentation and plagiarism. James Erskine Calder claimed in a 
private letter written in November, 1881 that Clarke wrongly used 
published, narrative accounts from Tasmanian history (Poole 1974, 
p.423). Calder, a retired Tasmanian Surveyor-General, accused Clarke 
of  “pirating … from articles first contributed to the public by me”. 
Boehm (1971, p.52) identifies two incidents in the novel in which 
conversations were lifted almost word for word from two published 
accounts. He says Clarke made “almost literal transcriptions” of  
sufferings endured by a number of  prisoners and transferred them 
to torment inflicted on Dawes. As Wilding (1974, p.381) points out, 
Clarke exploited a certain roman a clef public interest in the highly 
publicised Tichborne perjury trial. It involved claims of  impersonation 
that Clarke incorporated in his plot.
Robson (1963, p.106) contends the novel presented a misleading 
account of  transportation. Yet he agrees Clarke needed to entertain 
the reader and “was concerned with the dramatic highlights of  
transportation, not with a dispassionate history of  it”. The veracity 
Clarke achieved in His Natural Life persuaded the Earl of  Rosebery 
to describe it as “the most terrible of  all novels, more terrible than 
Oliver Twist or Victor’s Hugo’s most startling effects, for the simple 
reason that it is more real” (Palmer 1946, p.9).
It is not surprising historians have taken issue with Clarke. Such 
criticism is also common in journalism. Reporters frequently are 
accused of  writing misleading reports because they focus on what 
is deemed “important” or “interesting”. This necessarily means 
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omitting everything else. Epstein (1975, p.4) argues the divergence 
between “news” and “truth” stems not from journalists’ inadequacies 
but from the exigencies of  the news business. It limits the time, 
resources and space available for any one story.
Clarke was not interested in a ponderous account of  transportation 
that would satisfy historians. He manipulated his material to satisfy 
readers while retaining sufficient factual integrity to satisfy realism’s 
tenets. According to Wilding (1974, p.26) Clarke’s scrupulousness 
about using precise days, months and years and geographical accuracy 
underscore the documentary aspect of  His Natural Life.
Journalism’s deadline demands instill discipline and efficient work 
habits in reporters. As a columnist Clarke had a record of  reliability. 
Some have questioned whether this was transferable to his fiction. 
Byrne (1896, p.74) said Clarke did not have the unbroken industry 
required to provide a monthly supply of  text for the serial version 
of  his novel. It was scheduled to run for 12 months but continued 
for two and a half  years. Mackinnon recorded in 1884 that “the very 
thought of  the trouble given by the eccentric novelist even now 
causes a shadow to flit over the publisher’s brow” (qtd. in Howarth 
1954, p.270). It was claimed the journal’s owners on occasion had to 
lock him in an office until instalments were produced. Elliott (1969, 
p.25) questions this report, saying he missed only two instalments, 
one due to illness. Also, Clarke still had to make a living with his 
other writing.
Clarke was acutely aware of  press power. Therefore, given his 
idealism, it is doubtful he much regretted his financial dependence on 
journalism. It provided him a sense of  authority in interacting with 
Victoria’s powerbrokers. In his Daily Telegraph article he wrote that the 
power of  the Age “is shown by the fact that it can at any time rule an 
election”. According to Hergenhan, Clarke:
… usually wrote best when he used a firm basis of  observed or reported 
fact … Though his writing often approached the documentary, it must 
be remembered that this form when well-used involves more than the 
simple recording of  factual detail … Clarke may have learned from 
Dickens to search not only for the telling environmental detail but for 
the delineating metaphor … (1972, pp.xxviii-xxvix).
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This approach served him in fiction and journalism and achieved 
its highest purpose in His Natural Life. As a universal, timeless 
metaphor of  humanity’s inhumanity, it demonstrated the law can 
make the criminal.
Conclusion
Clarke the journalist was attracted by the prospect of  writing a tale 
based on true stories. Perhaps this is part of  what inspired Palmer 
(1946, p.11) to claim he “had not much original impulse”. Clarke, he 
continued, had little poetic vision or ability to “pour imagination over 
a thing and make it show a new face”. This undervalues realism’s 
power. Societal change is more likely to emerge from a literature that 
holds up a mirror than one in pursuit of  new faces drawn from the 
imagination rather than from the streets. In an article published 
in London’s Daily Telegraph in 1877 Clarke wrote that it had long 
been fashionable to make fiction serve the purposes of  history. 
This meant presenting Australia as a land of  boundless pastures 
peopled by shepherd-kings:
It is unhappily and prosaically true, however, that there are in Australia 
a great number of  very ordinary, very respectable, and very stupid 
people, who wear clothes very much like last year’s fashions in Bond-
street, who never ride after wild bullocks, and never saw a nugget 
of  gold in their lives.
An idealized vision of  life was not Clarke’s vision as a journalist 
or a novelist. He was not, however, opposed to exploiting romantic 
and melodramatic appeal to make his prose more commercial. His true 
position is probably reflected in his 1870 Dickens’ essay in which he 
reported that realists had triumphed in Pickwick: “Henceforth, nothing 
was ‘common or unclean’” (Hergenhan 1972, p.230). Journalism 
offered Clarke a canvas and, ultimately, an audience for his fiction and 
non-fiction. It did not matter that either might be deemed “common 
or unclean”. In his hands each relied on an elevated interpretation 
of  “truth”, thereby serving a purpose beyond entertainment, one of  
journalism’s three primary functions. Clarke was more sympathetic to 
the profession’s other two functions: to inform and educate. Whether 
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in fiction or non-fiction his commitment to these functions was 
driven by a desire to foment societal change.
Clarke only wrote two novels in 14 years; a “pathetically slender 
life’s product” (Byrne 1896, pp.15,29). Yet he achieved a lasting place 
in Australian letters by trying to — as he said Dickens did — present 
the world as it is rather than how some would like to see it. That is 
realism’s central aim. It also reflects the aim of  the best journalism: a 
democratic community responds best when armed with facts. Clarke 
knew this as a journalist and a novelist. Yet he also was a pragmatist 
in terms of  reader appeal. In that sense he was committed to realism 
and romanticism. Kiernan (1997, p.44) names Clarke as a “colonial 
romancer” committed to “unillusioned representations” of  Australian 
reality: “Romance and realism co-existed, often even in the work 
of  the same writer who, with a change of  mood, could vary 
documentary reportage with melodramatic improbabilities or 
sentimental evasions.”
Journalism enabled Clarke’s fiction by giving him confidence 
and practice in gathering information and presenting it to a mass 
readership. It also provided a forum for themes to be developed in 
his fiction. As a journalist he learned that the public would not like 
everything he wrote. As he said of  His Natural Life: “It is not a 
book to be liked but it is true” (Shillinglaw n.d.). In some respects 
Clarke was like Defoe and Cooper. He took readers where they 
normally would not willingly go, as in Lower Bohemia, Port Arthur 
and Australia’s convict past. According to McCann (1996, p.230), 
Clarke presented Melbourne’s dark side as “an uncivilised wilderness 
threatening assumptions of  European culture”. Similarly, he presented 
a transportation system and its abuses that had become hidden and 
therefore foreign to most Australians. In so doing he performed 
his greatest service through cultural transmission. He kept alive an 
understanding of  Australia’s most formative public policy by putting 
it in a durable and dramatic fictional context.
Realism calls on the practitioner to convert fact to fiction in 
service of  literature. In that respect a journalist-turned-novelist is 
more likely than a non-journalist to exploit current events and recent 
history for fictional advantage. Although Elliott (1958, pp.157, 
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159) argues there was little originality in His Natural Life, pure 
invention is neither more powerful nor more ethical than adapting 
and incorporating public records for novelistic purposes. As in 
any form of  writing, the challenge is to tell a compelling story. 
In this Clarke succeeded with his greatest work, if  not always in 
his short fiction.
Hergenhan (1988, p.xiv) speaks of  the social forces — as opposed 
to individual taste and talent — that influenced the production and 
consumption of  literature in the 1960s. Transposing this argument 
to the 1870s, Australia was turning away from the recently ended 
practice of  transportation without having embraced its lessons. The 
same could be said about the Vietnam War. Through the late 1970s 
and into the 1980s America, and to a lesser extent Australia, achieved 
a collective amnesia about the marathon war. In a sense Clarke was 
an early version of  Oliver Stone, bringing the lessons of  a painful 
national experience to a reluctant public’s attention. But early critics 
influenced by personal preference for “high literature” misread 
both His Natural Life and the “injudicious” public to which it was 
targeted. To a great extent they focused on the novel’s flawed plot 
and historical accuracy rather than its wider context in and impact 
on colonial Australia.
As a journalist and a novelist Clarke demonstrated his idealism 
and commitment to public service through literature. He saw “high 
literature” as writing that could make a difference in the public 
domain. Unlike Patrick White (Lawson 1994, p. 271), who believed 
writing involved “the practice of  an art by a polished mind in civilised 
surroundings”, Clarke accepted writing could a clumsy business with 
commercial trade-offs. According to Docker (qtd. in Brady 1988, p. 
467), literature mattered to the extent that it threw light on social 
issues. In Clarke’s case it also had to be sufficiently commercial to be 
published and help pay bills.
Realism and idealism were equal partners in His Natural Life and 
in his best journalism, which tends to attract idealists who then are, 
in effect, trained in realism’s strategies. But as Wolfe (1975, p.55) 
observes and as Clarke no doubt would agree, realism is useless if  
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it does not illumine a higher reality and support the notion “that 
literature has a spiritual mission, that it speaks to men unborn”.
His Natural Life came at a time when literacy rates were climbing 
and newspapers and magazines were gaining unprecedented cultural 
authority. This combination produced social forces that allowed 
Clarke to build his skills as a writer and produce a novel that refuses 
to die. Clarke could have written His Natural Life if  he had not been a 
journalist, but it would have been a different, and lesser, book.
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Chronic circulation decline: 
regional dailies succumb to 
metropolitan virus
Rod Kirkpatrick
The weekday editions of  metropolitan daily newspapers 
throughout Australia have been suffering chronic circulation 
decline for at least a quarter of  a century, but regional dailies 
seemed immune to the disease. In the 1990s this immunity 
seemed to end. This paper sets out to examine to what extent 
regional dailies have succumbed to the metropolitan virus and 
when it took hold. The examination will focus principally on 
the performance decade by decade over the past 50 years of  a 
select list of  eight regional dailies from the five states with such 
publications. Other regional dailies will be drawn into the study 
to highlight particular aspects of  the battle to hang on to old 
readers and to win new ones. In addition, a comparison will be 
made of  the circulation of  all regional dailies in 1990 and 2000 
in an effort to provide a more comprehensive gauge of  trends 
noted from the study sample. Historical context will be provided 
in an effort to suggest factors affecting the changes in circulation. 
The strategies that the newspapers have adopted to fight the 
decline will be explored.
Twenty-five years ago regional daily newspapers trumpeted that their circulations had risen, on average, 17.73 percent during the preceding decade. The regional dailies were reaching 12.8 
percent of  the national population (or about 1.7 million people) 
and attracting 4 percent of  total national advertising expenditure 
(B&T Weekly 1975, pp.29, 34). Between 1975 and 1985 regional 
daily circulations rose by 19.13 percent while metropolitan dailies 
lost circulation. The Regional Dailies of  Australia Ltd. successfully 
promoted the message in the seventies and eighties, and even in the 
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early nineties, that regional dailies were bucking the national trend 
toward declining circulation.1 For much of  this period, solid evidence 
supported this. News Ltd (1996, p.49) noted that even for the period 
1980-1995 in each state, except Tasmania, the regional dailies had 
fared considerably better than metropolitan dailies when it came to 
per capita consumption. In metropolitan areas, the circulation decline 
over the second half  of  the century can be viewed in two ways, as the 
two graphs that form Table 1 show: in isolation (see Graph 1) and in 
relation to population (see Graph 2). News Ltd (1996, p.46) produced 
these two graphs as part of  its response to the Government’s issues 
paper on cross-media ownership in 1996. Graph 1 shows the generally 
steady increases in average daily sales of  metropolitan newspapers 
from 1946to 1974 and the generally steady decline since. Graph 2 
charts the decline in the average daily sales of  mainland metropolitan 
newspapers per 1,000 head of  population over nearly 50 years. Apart 
from short-lived climbs in sales per capita in the late forties, mid-fifties 
and late sixties, the descent is a steady trend, from about 340 in 1946 
to about 125 in 1994 − or a decline of  63 percent. Between 1980 
and 1995, News Ltd (1996, p.42) noted that the sales volume of  
metropolitan newspapers fell from 26.2 million copies a week to 18.2 
million − a 31 percent drop that is effectively bigger because of  the 
population increase during that time. This is reflected in the fact 
that the number of  copies sold per head of  population each week 
fell from 180 per 100 in 1980 to 101 per 100 in 1995, a decrease of  
43 percent. During the second half  of  this 15-year period, all the 
metropolitan evening dailies closed.2 In addition, Perth lost a Sunday 
paper in 1985 and Brisbane in 1992. In Melbourne the joint-venture 
Sunday Press closed in 1989, to be replaced by three Sunday papers. 
One of  these closed in 1991. As Table 2 shows, Sydney’s population 
rose by 144.78 percent from 1950 to 1996 but the Herald’s circulation 
dropped 19.00 percent over the fifty years from 1950 whereas in 
Brisbane and Perth, although the circulations rose they were well short 
of  the population increases. The decline in metropolitan newspaper 
circulations is not peculiar to Australia. In the United States, weekday 
circulation of  newspapers is now at essentially the same level it 
was in 1955, yet national population has grown by 64 percent 
(Morton 1999, p.96).
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Table 1: Metropolitan newspaper circulation, 1940s to 1990s
Graph 1: Mainland metropolitan newspapers –
average daily circulation Mon.-Sun.
Graph 2: Mainland metropolitan newspapers −
average daily sale per 1000 population
Source: News Ltd (1996, p.46).
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Table 2: Circulation: three metropolitan dailies, 1950-20003 
Title   1950   1960   1970   1980   1990   2000 Percentage
       variation
Sydney 321,000 297,000  285,000 258,000 262,000 260,000 - 19.00
Morning
Herald
Courier- 192,000 234,000 255,000 270,000 248,000 241,000 + 25.52
Mail,
Brisbane
West 114,000 155,000 208,000 255,000 255,000 245,000 + 114.91
Australian,
Perth
The eight selected papers: how they performed
The newspapers chosen to be the primary focus of  this study 
are: the Kalgoorlie Miner (Western Australia); The Advocate, Burnie 
(Tasmania); The Standard, Warrnambool, and The Courier, Ballarat 
(Victoria); the Daily Advertiser, Wagga Wagga, and the Northern Star, 
Lismore (New South Wales); and The Chronicle, Toowoomba, and the 
Cairns Post (Queensland). They have been selected to provide, in the 
case of  the three most populous states, one inland and one coastal 
paper. Tasmania has only two regional dailies and Western Australia, 
one. In 1950 there were 16 metropolitan dailies (including the Canberra 
Times) and thirty-nine regional dailies (twenty of  them in New South 
Wales). In 2000 there are two national dailies, twelve metropolitan 
dailies and thirty-seven regional dailies. Eight of  today’s regional dailies 
either did not exist or were not issued as dailies in 1950.4
The circulation of  each of  the eight papers selected for the 
primary focus of  this study was greater in 2000 than in 1950, but that 
statement hides more than it reveals.5 The papers struck different 
obstacles in different decades. Over the fifty years the Cairns Post 
recorded the largest percentage increase (143.66), slightly ahead of  
the Warrnambool Standard’s (137.43). The circulation figures decade 
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by decade reveal that, with one exception, steady increases occurred 
until about the beginning of  the nineties (see Table 3). The exception 
was at Kalgoorlie, where a serious loss of  district population caused 
by the slump in goldmining in the 1950s led to a 14.64 percent 
circulation slump at the Miner between 1950 and 1960 and further 
declines in the sixties and seventies (King 1995, pp.141-142). In the 
eighties, only one of  the eight papers − Wagga Wagga’s Daily Advertiser 
− lost circulation, whereas, in the nineties, six lost circulation. In the 
search for when the decline set in, the author found that five of  the 
papers had increased their circulation from 1990 to 1995, but all eight 
papers had lost circulation from 1995 to 2000 − the Kalgoorlie Miner 
had the biggest loss (17.89 percent) and Warrnambool’s Standard the 
smallest (1.38).6 This finding prompted a year-by-year study of  the 
figures from 1995-2000 to highlight the descent (see Table 4). Seven 
of  the papers lost circulation in 1995-96, with the only gain being a 
minuscule one at Warrnambool (nine sales). In 1996-97, six papers 
lost circulation, and two made tiny gains (105 and 23). In 1997-98, 
four lost circulation, and four made gains (427, 97, 43 and 29). 
In 1998-99, seven lost circulation and one made a gain (68). In 
1999-2000, all eight papers lost circulation. 
It would be unwise to generalise about the causes of  the circulation 
losses. Take Wagga Wagga, for instance. In 2000 the Daily Advertiser 
is 1,200 behind the circulation it had attained in 1980 (16,271). The 
circulation performance since 1995 looks dismal on the surface: for 
example, 15,721 in 1995, 15,404 in 1996, and 15,174 in 1997. What 
has been happening in Wagga Wagga? In August 1996 the Member 
of  Wagga Wagga, Joe Schipp, said the city had effectively lost 1,000 
jobs during the previous 16 months, costing the region as much as 
$90 million a year.7 Many of  those job losses resulted from the scaling 
down of  state government activities in the city. Since then, private 
enterprise job losses have been significant; for example, Laminex 
laid off  75 workers in July 1998, Moore Paragon printing closed in 
September 1998, with 91 jobs lost; and Riverina Wool Combing made 
33 workers redundant in November 1998. The size of  the Army and 
Air Force bases in Wagga Wagga has decreased substantially in recent 
years.8 Another consideration is the fact that the Daily Advertiser is 
publishing fewer pages and charging more. In September 1992, the 
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Advertiser published 1,316 pages; in October 1998, 1,200 pages. 
For September-November 1999, the paging was down 216 pages 
on the corresponding period in 1998. The minimum size that the 
Advertiser publishes was dropped from 32 to 28 pages in mid-1999 and 
“Tuesday’s newspaper and even most Thursdays have been extremely 
thin ever since”, says editor Michael McCormack. The cover price 
has doubled since 1990: 50c to $1, including GST. This has mean 
that, despite the circulation decline, revenue from newspaper sales 
continues to increase. It was up from $1,730,432 in 1995-96 to 
$1,950,968 in 1998-99 (McCormack 2000a).
The year-by-year examination of the 1995-2000 period prompted 
another comparison, this time between percentage variations in 
circulation from 1950-70, 1970-90 and 1995-2000 (see Table 5). 
From 1950-70, seven of the eight papers recorded circulation 
increases, four of them greater than 30 percent. The Warrnambool 
Standard’s circulation jumped 63.65 percent. The exception was 
the Kalgoorlie Miner where circulation fell by 15.87 percent 
(population fell 3,000). The Toowoomba Chronicle faced daily 
competition for much of the period between 1955 and 1970, from 
the Darling Downs Star with which it amalgamated in October 
1970. The Chronicle’s circulation performance was much stronger 
in the seventies and eighties than in the previous two decades. From 
1970-90, six of the newspapers recorded circulation increases of 
more than 20 percent with The Chronicle jumping 69.15 percent 
and the Cairns Post, 63.44 percent. The Daily Advertiser, Wagga 
Wagga, fell by 1.30 percent. The Kalgoorlie Miner dropped back 
from six issues a week to five in May 1976 when its Perth-based 
owners began printing it in the capital.9 The profusion of circulation 
positives in the 1950-90 period was replaced by a horde of negatives 
from 1995-2000: the increases of up to 69 percent were replaced 
by decreases of up to 17 percent (see Table 4).
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Table 3: Circulation, decade by decade, 1950 to 2000
Town (State) Title of paper 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
Cairns (Qld) Cairns Post 12,400 14,192 16,666 21,069 27,239 30,214
Toowoomba The Chronicle 16,390 17,216 17,865 24,344 30,219 28,392
 (Qld)
Lismore (NSW) Northern Star 13,113 13,387 14,970 19,628 22,410 17,515
Wagga Wagga Daily 10,863 11,332 15,486 16,271 15,278 15,045
 (NSW) Advertiser
Ballarat (Vic.) The Courier 13,863 15,978 18,306 21,561 22,886 20,354
Warrnambool The Standard  5,480  7,206  8,968 10,838 12,781 13,011
 (Vic.)
Burnie (Tas.) The Advocate 14,321 17,540 21,334 25,091 26,170 24,809
Kalgoorlie Kalgoorlie  7,997 6,826  6,728 5,785 7,846  6,677
 (WA) Miner
Table 4: Circulation, year by year, 1995 to 2000
Town (State) Title of paper 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Cairns (Qld) Cairns Post 31,388 31,089 30,466 30,893 30,755 30,214
Toowoomba The Chronicle 30,428 30,188 29,114 28,614 29,189 28,392
 (Qld)
Lismore (NSW) Northern Star 20,612 20,024 19,212 18,136 18,057 17,515
Wagga Wagga Daily 15,721 15,404 15,174 15,271 15,339 15,045
 (NSW) Advertiser
Ballarat (Vic.) The Courier 20,964 20,931 20,954 20,894 20,846 20,354
Warrnambool The Standard 13,194 13,203 13,308 13,351 13,021 13,011
 (Vic.)
Burnie (Tas.) The Advocate 26,052 26,008 25,455 25,484 24,957 24,809
Kalgoorlie Kalgoorlie  8,132  7,921  7,785 7,555  7,124  6,677
 (WA) Miner
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Table 5: Circulation, percentage variations 
Town (State) Title of paper 1950-1970 1970-1990 1990-1995 1995-2000
Cairns (Qld) Cairns Post + 14.45 + 63.44 + 15.23 - 3.74
Toowoomba (Qld) The Chronicle +  9.00 + 69.15 +  0.69 - 5.94
Lismore (NSW) Northern Star + 14.16 + 49.70 -  8.02 - 15.03
Wagga Wagga Daily Advertiser + 42.56 -  1.30 +  2.90 -  4.30
(NSW)
Ballarat (Vic.) The Courier + 32.05 + 25.02 -  8.40 -  2.91
Warrnambool The Standard + 63.65 + 42.52 +  3.23 - 1.38
(Vic.)
Burnie (Tas.) The Advocate + 48.97 + 22.67 -  0.45 -  4.77
Kalgoorlie (WA) Kalgoorlie Miner - 15.87 + 16.62 +  3.65 - 17.89
Comparison of  other regional dailies
The across-the-board decline in circulation for the eight selected 
newspapers from 1995 to 2000 prompted a comparison of  the 
circulation of  all regional dailies in 1990 with those published in 2000 
(see Table 6). It was also decided to examine a sample of  10 regional 
dailies year by year during the 1995-2000 period to discover whether 
the noted downward trend applied to them, too (see Table 8). Only 
eight of  the thirty-five regional dailies10 made sales gains between 
1990 and 2000. Five were from Queensland (Cairns, Townsville, 
Gladstone, Sunshine Coast and Gold Coast), two from Victoria 
(Warrnambool and Shepparton) and one from NSW (Newcastle). The 
best and the worst results for this comparison were recorded by two 
of  the four afternoon dailies that switched to morning publication 
between 1984 and 1990 even as their metropolitan counterparts were 
in their death throes.11 Shepparton’s News, which became a daily 
(afternoon) on 3 July 1972 and switched to morning publication in 
August 1990, recorded the biggest increase (22.40 percent), and 
the Maitland Mercury, a morning daily since 1989, recorded the 
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biggest decrease (26.95 percent). The Goulburn Post had, in effect, 
an even worse result than the Mercury: the Post became a tri-weekly 
in November 1996 after its circulation had fallen 32.20 percent in 
the 10 years from 1985 (it had become a morning daily in 1987). At 
Dubbo the Daily Liberal, a morning paper since 1984, lost 19.45 
percent of  its sales from 1990 to 2000. The Shepparton daily clearly 
outperformed its former afternoon colleagues from the seventies to 
the present, as Table 7 shows. Close behind Shepparton’s News among 
the top circulation performers in the 1990s was the Gold Coast 
Bulletin (21.78 percent). The smallest increase was the Warrnambool 
Standard’s 1.80 percent. The average rise was 10.26 percent. Apart 
from the Maitland Mercury, three other papers experienced declines 
of  more than 20 percent: the Daily Examiner, Grafton, the Northern 
Star, Lismore, and the Northern Daily Leader, Tamworth. All four 
papers with declines of  more than 20 percent are based in NSW, 
where the only regional daily that increased circulation was the 
biggest, the Newcastle Herald (3.01 percent). The twelve NSW 
dailies whose circulation slumped in the nineties recorded average 
decreases of  16.32 percent, whereas the nine Queensland dailies 
in a similar situation averaged losses of  8.89 percent. Nationally, 
the average decrease of  the twenty-seven papers with negative 
performances was 12.36 percent. The eight papers whose circulation 
improved gained a total of  18,378 sales per day and the twenty-seven 
whose circulation declined lost 46,130 sales a day. The overall average 
performance was a decline of  7.19 percent, a result that the regionals 
would not have thought possible 15 years ago.
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Table 6: Circulation of  all regional dailies, 1990 and 2000
City where daily Circulation in Circulation in Variation in Percentage
published 1990 2000 sales variation
Bundaberg (Qld) 13,019 11,885 -  1,134 -  8.71
Cairns 27,239 30,214 +  2,975 + 10.92
Gladstone  6,943  7,588 +     645 +  9.29
Gold Coast 36,388 44,313 +  7,925 + 21.78
Gympie  5,502  5,230 -     272 -   4.94
Ipswich 16,852 13,711 -  3,141 - 18.64
Mackay 17,563 16,475 -  1,088 -  6.19
Maroochydore 20,575 21,521 +     946 +  4.60
Maryborough  9,551  8,744 -     807 -  8.45
Mount Isa  4,130  4,019 -     111 -  2.69
Rockhampton 22,781 19,715 -  3,066 - 13.46
Toowoomba 30,219 28,392 -  1,827 -  6.05
Townsville 26,607 28,804 +  2,197 +  8.26
Warwick  5,343  Not available   
Albury (NSW) 27,383 26,790 -     593 -  2.17
Bathurst  5,627  4,631 -     996 - 17.70
Broken Hill  8,051  6,510 -  1,541 - 19.14
Dubbo  7,366  5,933 -  1,433 - 19.45
Goulburn  5,019 Now a tri-weekly Not applicable Not applicable
Grafton  7,949  5,959 - 1,990 - 25.03
Lismore 22,410 17,515 -  4,895 - 21.84
Maitland 6,693  4,889 -  1,804 - 26.95
Newcastle 51,158 52,700 +  1,542 +  3.01
Orange  6,783  5,533 -   1,250 - 18.43
Tamworth 11,578  9,200 -  2,378 - 20.54
Tweed Heads  7,231  6,182 -  1,049 - 14.51
Wagga Wagga 15,278 15,045 -     233 - 1.53
Wollongong 36,327 33,205 -  3,122 -  8.59
Ballarat (Vic.) 22,886 20,354 -  2,532 - 11.06  
Bendigo 16,267 14,765 -  1,502 -  9.23
Geelong 32,650 28,751 -  3,899 - 11.94
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Mildura  8,942  7,921 -  1,021 - 11.42
Shepparton  8,561 10,479 +  1,918 + 22.40
Warrnambool 12,781 13,011 +    230 +  1.80
Burnie (Tas.) 26,170 24,809 -  1,361 -  5.20
Launceston 38,450 36,534 -  1,916 -  4.98
Kalgoorlie (WA)  7,846 6,677 -  1,169 - 14.90
Table 7: Circulation, 1970-2000: the four afternoon dailies that 
switched to morning publication*
Newspaper 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000
Daily Liberal, 4,274 4,886 6,153 6,475 7,366 6,165 5,933
Dubbo
Goulburn Post 6,291 6,362 6,215 5,724 5,019 3,970 4,106
Maitland 7,465 7,742 7,915 7,933 6,693 5,645 4,889
Mercury
The News, Not issued daily 6,572 7,398 7,394 8,561 10,117 10,479
Shepparton until 1972
* Circulation figures in bold are those for when the daily has become a morning publica-
tion; the shaded box indicates that the Goulburn Post had become a tri-weekly.
Of  the 10 newspapers selected for the year-by-year focus on 
1995-2000, two − the Newcastle Herald and the Gold Coast Bulletin 
− now have higher circulations than two metropolitan dailies, the 
Canberra Times and the Northern Territory News.12 Six of  the 10 
newspapers in this extra sample lost circulation between 1995 and 
2000 (see Table 8). One, the Northern Daily Leader, formerly one of  
the most prosperous of  regional dailies, lost 10.98 percent. The four 
that gained circulation were: the Gold Coast Bulletin, 11.88 percent; 
the Newcastle Herald, 9.47 percent (it began gaining only after 
it switched from broadsheet to tabloid format on 27 July 1998); 
The News, Shepparton, 5.15 percent; and the Border Mail, Albury-
Wodonga, 3.43 percent. Of  these, only the Shepparton paper could 
be regarded as “a typical regional daily”. The Gold Coast is one of  
the fastest-growing regions in Australia; Newcastle is the centre of  
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a conurbation that includes Lake Macquarie and the Hunter Valley, 
and its newspaper has long been the biggest-circulating regional daily 
in Australia; and Albury-Wodonga, sprawled across the New South 
Wales and Victorian border, is part of  the only designated regional 
growth centre from the 1970s that did actually grow significantly. 
Since 21 August 2000, the Border Mail has published a North-East 
Victoria edition, in addition to its Albury-Wodonga edition (PANPA 
Bulletin 2000a, p.11). Incidentally, the circulations of  another two 
relatively recent converts to the tabloid format, the Townsville 
Bulletin (27 October 1997) and the Bendigo Advertiser (29 June 
1998), have begun climbing after having been sliding since the mid 
and early eighties, respectively. The Townsville paper jumped by 10.01 
percent in the first full six-month audit period after the change (to 
30 June 1998), and has climbed another 5.47 percent since (a total 
of  3,979 sales in less than three years). The Bendigo Advertiser, 
although improving, has been much more sluggish: its sales increased 
only 421 (2.93 percent) during the two years since the change. In 
all, however, the 10 sampled papers confirm the generally negative 
circulation performances of  regional dailies in the 1995-2000 
period.
Table 8: Circulation: 10 other selected regional dailies, 1995 
and 2000
Title Circulation, Circulation, Percentage
 1995 2000 variation
Morning Bulletin 21,474 19,715 -  8.19
Bundaberg News-Mail 12,828 11,885 -  7.35
Gold Coast Bulletin 39,607 44,313 + 11.88
Newcastle Herald 48,140 52,700 +  9.47
Daily Liberal, Dubbo 6,165 5,933 -  3.76
Northern Daily Leader, Tamworth 10,335 9,200 - 10.98
Border Mail, Albury-Wodonga 25,901 26,790 +  3.43
The News, Shepparton 9,966 10,479 +  5.15
Geelong Advertiser 30,768 28,751 -  6.56
The Examiner, Launceston 38,113 36,534 -  4.14
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Significant changes
Several significant factors in the day-to-day management, 
production and distribution of  newspapers have changed in the fifty 
years under study and need to be considered in this discussion. These 
included the technology of  not only production but also of  editorial 
input; the size (or paging) of  the newspapers; their format; their 
ownership; and the cover price. 
Technology
From the late sixties until the end of  the seventies, regional 
daily newspapers throughout Australia ditched letterpress printing 
and hot-metal typesetting in favour of  web offset printing and 
computerised photocomposition (the change to offset was made 
at Burnie’s Advocate in 1968, Lismore’s Star 1970, Wagga Wagga’s 
Advertiser 1975, Ballarat’s Courier 1975, Cairns’s Post 1978, and 
Toowoomba’s Chronicle 1979). Many newspapers converted from a 
broadsheet format to tabloid at the same time. The Northern Star 
was an exception. This technological revolution − which brought 
greatly enhanced pictorial reproduction and flexibility with artwork 
for advertising − was so costly for some small dailies that some ended 
a century or so of  family ownership and joined a corporate enterprise 
that could afford the huge outlay needed. The Hocking family, which 
had owned the Kalgoorlie Miner for seventy-five years, sold it in 
1970 to the Perth-based West Australian Newspapers, a subsidiary 
of  the Herald & Weekly Times Ltd. Six Queensland regional dailies 
banded together to form Provincial Newspapers (Qld.) Ltd. and they 
installed their first offset press at their smallest paper, the Warwick 
Daily News in 1971. Only two of  the eight regional dailies selected 
as the primary focus of  this study are now independently owned: 
Burnie’s Advocate and Wagga Wagga’s Daily Advertiser. Metropolitan 
groups own Warrnambool’s Standard (Fairfax), the Kalgoorlie Miner 
(WAN) and the Cairns Post (News Ltd.). In the 1980s and 1990s, 
the technology of  newspaper production and editorial input have 
undergone further revolutions which have contributed greatly to the 
ability of  publishers to centralise printing operations and to produce 
newspapers with much bigger pages.
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Paging
Since the advent of  television, the edition sizes of  metropolitan 
newspapers have increased dramatically, presenting another yardstick 
of  newspaper “growth” other than circulation. Between 1948 and 
1990, Brisbane’s Courier-Mail grew in paging, or edition size, 
nine times, Melbourne’s Sun grew four times and its Age, seven 
times (Kirkpatrick 1995, p.208). Between 1951 and 1976 the West 
Australian and the Canberra Times both grew more than fourfold 
(Goot 1979, p.25) Regional dailies have increased markedly in paging, 
too. Toowoomba’s Chronicle, for instance, increased its paging by 
more than 390 percent between 1944 and 1990, and Albury’s Border 
Mail increased its paging by more than 310 percent from 1948 to 
1990 (Kirkpatrick 1995, p.258), Wagga Wagga’s Daily Advertiser 
has been diminishing in size since 1992, as is explained later in 
this paper.
Cover prices
On average the price of  Australian newspapers before the 1970s 
increased only once or twice in any decade (Goot 1979, p.17). During 
the seventies, metropolitan dailies increased their price at least 
five times. The regionals followed much the same path, as can be 
seen from the price changes at the Wagga Wagga Daily Advertiser. It 
increased its cover price (from twopence) to threepence in January 
1951, to fourpence in December 1956, fivepence in December 1964, 
sixpence in January 1966 (this stayed the same, 5c, when decimal 
currency was introduced a month later), 7c in June 1970, 8c in June 
1973, 10c in July 1974, 12c in June 1975, 15c in June 1977, 20c 
in February 1980, 25c in October 1981, 30c in July 1982, 40c in 
December 1985, 45c in May 1987, 50c in June 1990, 60c in April 1992, 
70c in March 1994, 80c in January 1996, 90c in April 1999 and $1 
with the advent of  the GST in July 2000. The Saturday edition carried 
a different price (70c) from the weekday editions from October 1993 
to February 1994, and from September 1996: 90c, rising to $1 in 
August 1998, $1.20 in April 1999, and $1.30 since the GST in July 
2000. The Audit Bureau of  Circulations has listed the cover price 
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of  member publications only since the October 1985-March 1986 
audit period. The average weekday price of  the eight selected regional 
dailies has trebled − from 30c to 90c − in the 15 years since (see 
Table 9). Price differentiation between the weekday and Saturday 
issues became the norm at the end of  the eighties. Saturday issues 
generally more than doubled in price during the nineties (e.g. the 
Cairns Post from 50c to $1.10). The frequency of  price increases 
means that circulation sales revenue continues to rise even if  
circulation is dropping, as at the Wagga Wagga Advertiser (McCormack 
2000a). The Townsville Bulletin recorded a 52.7 percent jump in 
circulation sales revenue, from $3,927,000 to $5,994,000, between 
1994-95 and 1999-2000, while its circulation rose by 9.78 percent. 
The Bulletin installed a $27 million state-of-the-art print centre during 
that time and the paper changed from a mono broadsheet to a 
process-colour tabloid (Devine 2000).
Table 9: Cover prices of  the select eight newspapers, 1985, 1990 
and 2000
Town (State) Title of paper 1985: 1990: 1990: 2000: 2000:
  each day weekdays Saturday weekdays Saturday
Cairns (Qld) Cairns Post 30c 40c 50c 80c $1.10
Toowoomba The Chronicle 30c 50c 50c 95c $1.25
(Qld)
Lismore (NSW) Northern Star 30c 45c 45c 85c $1.45
Wagga Wagga Daily 40c 50c 50c 90c $1.20
(NSW) Advertiser
Ballarat (Vic.) The Courier 30c 40c 40c 80c $1.20
Warrnambool The Standard 30c 40c 40c 90c $1.10
(Vic.)
Burnie (Tas.) The Advocate 30c 45c 50c 95c $1.05
Kalgoorlie Kalgoorlie 15c 30c* 30c 65c $1.00
(WA) Miner
* The Kalgoorlie Miner appeared Tuesday to Saturday in 1990, as it had since May 1976 
when printing of the paper shifted to Perth. It reintroduced a Monday edition during the 
October 1990-March 1991 audit period. The 2000 prices are to 30 June (pre-GST).
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Comparison with population
To obtain a basic yardstick against which to measure circulation 
performance, the author turned to population statistics for the 
cities in which the eight selected newspapers have their publication 
bases. The figures obtained for each centre can vary from decade to 
decade, according to the boundaries used by the Australian Bureau 
of  Statistics. No Census was taken in 1951, but population estimates 
are available for 1950. The latest Census was taken in 1996. Thus, the 
population figures (see Table 10) are for 1950, 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991 
and 1996. Table 11, comparings circulation and population over the 
half-century, This table indicates clearly that even in regional centres 
circulation of  the local daily newspaper has been falling significantly 
behind the increases in population. For example, the circulation of  the 
Daily Advertiser rose by 38.50 percent over the 50 years while Wagga 
Wagga’s population rose by 151.46 percent to 1996. Warrnambool is 
the city where circulation increases for the local daily have been more 
closely in step with population increases than in any of  the eight 
cities: circulation up 137.43 percent, population up 145.78 percent. 
It should be remembered, too, that the regional cities themselves are 
merely the prime circulation area − not the total circulation area − 
for the local daily. For example, at Burnie The Advocate’s circulation 
rose by 73.24 percent over 50 years while the city’s population rose 
by only 53.07 percent. The paper has eight municipalities, in its major 
circulation area (B&T Weekly 1986, p.12). 
Table 10: Population: decade by decade
City 1950 1961 1971 1981 1991 1996 % increases
 (est.) Census Census Census Census Census 1950-96
Cairns 18,000 25,204 30,226 39,096 64,481 92,273 412.63
Toowoomba 37,500 50,134 59,524 66,698 75,873 83,350 122.27
Lismore 16,630   18,935 20,904 34,020 27,245 28,280  70.05
Wagga Wagga 17,040 22,092 28,905 47,399 40,839 42,848 151.46
Ballarat 42,050 54,880 58,626 54,526 65,002 64,831  54.18
Warrnambool 10,600 15,702 18,780 21,414 23,942 26,052 145.78
Burnie 12,500 14,201 20,087 19,994 20,510 19,134  53.07
Kalgoorlie 24,000 21,773 20,865 26,688 25,033 28,087  17.03
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Table 11: Circulation and population: variations over half  a 
century
City Pop. Circ. Pop. Circ. Pop. Circ.
 1950 1950 1996 2000 increase variation
     (%) (%)
Cairns 18,000 12,400 92,273 30,214 412.63 + 143.66
Toowoomba 37,500 16,390 83,350 28,392 122.27 + 73.23
Lismore 16,630 13,113 28,280 17,515  70.05 + 33.57
Wagga 17,040 10,863 42,848 15,045 151.46 + 38.50
Wagga
Ballarat 42,050 13,863 64,831 20,354  54.18 + 46.82
Warrnambool 10,600  5,480 26,052 13,011 145.78 + 137.43
Burnie 12,500 14,321 19,134 24,809  53.07 + 73.24
Kalgoorlie 24,000  7,997 28,087  6,677  17.03 -  16.51
Factors contributing to the circulation decline
A wide range of  headings may be considered when attempting to 
find factors contributing to the decline in the circulations of  most 
regional daily newspapers over the second half  of  the twentieth 
century. This paper will focus mainly on the pace of  social change, 
television, free newspapers and online newspapers. 
Pace of  social change
Social scientist Hugh Mackay wrote in 1993 that Australians, in 
the final quarter of  the twentieth century, had been “plunged into 
a period of  unprecedented social, cultural, political, economic and 
technological change in which the Australian way of  life is being 
radically redefined”.
Everything from the roles of  men and women, through marriage and the 
family to the structure of  the labour market, the party political process, 
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the Constitution and the racial and cultural composition of  our society 
is being questioned. Whether we realise it or not, all Australians 
are becoming New Australians as we struggle partly to adapt to the 
changes going on around us, and partly to shape them to our own 
liking (Mackay 1993, p.6).
Calling this the Age of  Anxiety or “The Big Angst”, Mackay 
(1993, pp.15, 17-18) suggested the seeds for this were sown twenty 
years earlier. Since the 1970s there had been hardly an institution or 
a convention of  Australian life that had not been subject either to 
serious challenge or to radical change, he wrote. “The social, cultural, 
political and economic landmarks which we have traditionally used 
as reference points for defining the Australian way of  life have either 
vanished, been eroded or shifted.” Australians had had to cope with 
too much change, too quickly and on too many fronts. One of  the 
changes has been that there is now a much higher percentage of  
women in the workforce; e.g. 32 percent in 1970 and 53 percent in 
1990 (Mackay 1993, p.27). Another is the speed with which Australians 
are adapting to the Internet and making regular use of  it. By the end 
of  2000 65 percent of  Australians were expected to have accessed 
the Internet (Dover 2000). What newspapers are doing about the 
Internet is explored more fully below.
An example of  the social change occurring comes from the NSW 
north coast region centring on Lismore. The Northern Star has found 
that since the hippie movement adopted the local centre of  Nimbin as 
a base in the seventies, the demographics of  the region have changed 
dramatically. The coastal rush began in the eighties, giving Byron 
Bay and Ballina (and its hinterland) sufficient growth to fracture the 
economic base of  the region that had long had Lismore as its base. 
“Simple things like an airport at Ballina, a series of  floods in Lismore 
and a big shopping centre in Ballina have changed things in the last 
decade,” says current Northern Star editor Dean Gould (2000). In his 
view, the population is “extremely fractured and contrary”, making 
“pitching to the mass market difficult”. The difficulty of  winning the 
local population to the Star’s reading list is reflected in the number 
of  editors at the paper during the 1990s: Doug Parrington, Richard 
Jones, Steve Gibbons and Dean Gould. Before 1988, the Star had had 
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two editors in 39 years. Gould says the region is “so fragmented and so 
full of  earnest causes that every stance is a minority one”.
Television
Television transmission began in Australian in 1956 − in Sydney 
and Melbourne − just before the Melbourne Olympics.13 It gradually 
spread to other capitals before regional television stations began 
broadcasting from December 1961 (Jones and Bednall 1982, pp.2-3). 
Colour transmission began on 1 March 1975. A falling away in the 
growth of  newspaper sales was evident as early as 1954, two years 
ahead of  the arrival of  television (Goot 1979, p.25). Even in 1959, 
when there were half  a million television licences, these were held 
almost exclusively in NSW and Victoria.14 Newspaper circulations in 
1976 were greater than in 1971. Aggregation, or the combining of  a 
number of  regional television markets, was implemented from 1989 
to 1994. Each channel was affiliated with either the Seven, Nine or 
Ten network. It meant that regional viewers were given the choice 
of  three commercial channels, something capital-city dwellers had 
enjoyed for more than a quarter of  a century. From a news viewpoint, 
it meant that the local TV news was now a regional service attempting 
to satisfy a much wider audience. In short, it was less “local”. The 
major impact aggregation had was on the advertising revenue of  
regional newspapers because rural TV operators “cut rates to very 
keen levels” in the highly competitive markets (Sykes 1992, p.71). 
The local newspaper’s ability to serve local information needs has 
been further strengthened in recent years by the increasing level of  
networking − and reduced amount of  localism − on regional radio 
stations. The concerns about this trend are the subject of  a federal 
parliamentary inquiry announced in September (ABC 2000a). 
In addition, a recent submission to the Australian Broadcasting 
Authority’s review of  radio planning in the Wagga Wagga region 
has sought an increase in the coverage area for community radio 
stations to compensate for the loss of  localism in commercial 
radio (ABC 2000b).
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Free newspapers
The technological changes mentioned earlier have facilitated the 
growth of  “free” newspapers. Many regional dailies publish a “free” 
weekly themselves to compete against an existing “free” or to help 
discourage the emergence of  such a publication. There are attractive 
economies of  scale for a daily publishing an additional paper, and 
cheap advertising deals can be struck for those who wish to advertise 
in both the paid daily and free weekly. These deals make it more 
difficult for outside weeklies to survive. Examples of  regional dailies 
that publish free weeklies are: The Chronicle, Toowoomba (publishes 
the Star); the Daily Mercury, Mackay (Mackay Midweek); Sunshine Coast 
Daily, Maroochydore (Sunshine Coast Weekly and Noosa News); the 
Townsville Bulletin (Townsville Sun); the Gold Coast Bulletin (Gold Coast Sun 
and Hinterland Sun); the Northern Star, Lismore (North Coast Advocate, 
Ballina, Byron Shire News, Rivertown Times, Evans Head, and Richmond 
River Express Examiner, Casino and Kyogle); the Newcastle Herald 
(four separate editions of  the Post − Hunter, Eastern, Western, and 
Newcastle); the Maitland Mercury (Hunter Valley Star News, Maitland; 
and The Advertiser, Cessnock); the Daily Advertiser, Wagga Wagga 
(Riverina Leader); and The Standard, Warrnambool (Western Weekly). 
Even so, in a number of  these cities, such as Mackay, Newcastle 
and Lismore, there are opposition free papers. In Cairns, the paid-
circulation daily Post faces competition for advertising from the free 
Sun, with a distribution of  45,612, delivered to every letterbox in the 
city. The Barfly, a street magazine aimed at the clubs and pubs scene 
in Cairns, is dropped in bundles at key locations and so readership 
is difficult to determine (Schutt 2000). The volume of  advertising 
carried by the free newspapers makes it obvious that any view of  the 
performance of  the regional dailies that limits itself  to circulation 
figures of  the paid newspapers does not square up well with the 
bottom-line performance of  the publishers of  those dailies.
Online newspapers
Even though by early 2000 almost 50 percent of  Australian 
adults had accessed the Internet, as opposed to 32 percent in 1998 
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(Dover 2000, p.51), an international study of  newspapers on the 
Internet has shown:
Websites are beginning to show a profit; the pace of  development 
is still slow; websites are as varied as newspapers; websites aren’t 
all that new any more; many sites are still not as current as other 
news sources; the Internet isn’t replacing the printed product; 
most websites are not autonomous; limited resources are being 
deployed; the Web offers opportunities for journalistic enterprise; 
and the advertising potential is not yet being fulfilled (PANPA 
Bulletin 2000b).
Most regional dailies have merely dipped their toes into online 
journalism, for as Eric Beecher, CEO of  Text Media says, “there is 
almost no Internet business in the world today where consumers 
are prepared to pay for content” (Banham 2000, p.10). At Wagga 
Wagga, the Daily Advertiser has no website and no immediate plans to 
generate online business. At Lismore, the Northern Star has nothing 
but a single page site linked to the APN website. Plans to develop an 
innovative community website have struck internal obstacles (Gould 
2000). At Warrnambool, since 1996 The Standard has made available 
on line the top half-dozen local news and sports stories each day 
(Pech 2000). . It is wary, having seen another newspaper lose a lot of  
advertising by going online (McCormack 2000b). The Cairns Post, for 
example, said in November 2000 that it was “currently developing an 
Internet site” that should be running in the first half  of  2001 (Schutt 
2000). At Burnie The Advocate has a website with today’s and recent 
news, editorial, classified, real estate, advertising rates, history and 
community services links. 
Strategies to combat declining circulations
Newspapers have adopted a number of  strategies to combat the 
declining circulations. Among them are incentives for people to have 
their local paper home-delivered every day, direct involvement by 
the newspaper in community activities either in an administrative or 
financial manner, the Newspapers in Education program, editorial 
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strategies and competitions that generally involve buying multiple 
copies of  the newspaper.
Home delivery
Because newspapers have come to regard high rates of  home 
delivery as crucial to retaining and improving circulation, regional 
dailies commonly offer special home-delivery deals from time to time 
to persuade people to commit themselves to receiving the paper each 
day. For example, in October 2000 the Cairns Post was offering six weeks 
of  six-day-a-week delivery for $25 (normally $37) and Warwick’s Daily 
News, with a cover price of  88c (effectively 90c for over-the-counter 
buyers), was offering six-day-a-week delivery for $3.60 (Pemberton 
2000; Daily News 2000). At Shepparton, the every-day deal is constant, 
whether the buyer has the paper home-delivered or collects it at the 
corner store. These buyers get the five papers for $3.60 a week (The 
News pays the full delivery fee in town and subsidises it to 44c a 
week out of  town). Every-day over-the-counter purchasers have to 
pay a week in advance to qualify for the deal (Hanlon 2000a). The 
Cairns Post makes regular home-delivery pushes through telemarketing 
(Schutt 2000).
In Queensland, Toowoomba’s Chronicle is the only newspaper 
that has established its own home delivery service. It did so within 
the Toowoomba City local government boundaries on 2 July 1951. 
Newsagency deliveries of  The Chronicle are not available within 
Toowoomba (The Chronicle 1986, p.12). When the service began, it 
used three vehicles; in 1993 it used 10; and in 2000, 13. In 1992, 
40.6 percent of  The Chronicle’s total circulation of  30,037 was home-
delivered in Toowoomba alone by the company. This excluded home 
deliveries by newsagents at places such as Pittsworth, Clifton, Oakey, 
Dalby, and so on. In all, fifty percent of  Chronicles were home-delivered 
(Hartnett 1993a). The Toowoomba city home-delivery rate had fallen 
to 31 percent by 2000 (Dorey 2000a). At Shepparton, The News says 
two-thirds of  its five-day-a-week customers have it home delivered 
and one-third collect it from a shop (Hanlon 2000b).
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Community involvement
From the seventies, regional newspapers found it increasingly 
necessary to express their attachment to their communities through 
more than just their news columns and the personal involvement 
of  key staff  members in community organisations and/or local 
government. The newspapers have become heavily involved in 
organising and/or sponsoring community events, especially related 
to sports, entertainment, community welfare and education. They are 
concerned that if  they fail to support these events financially, other 
media will quickly fill the vacuum and gain valuable publicity and 
goodwill. At Toowoomba, The Chronicle has directly sponsored the 
Home Gardens section of  the city’s Carnival of  Flowers since that 
festival’s inception in 1950. Since 1969 it has also sponsored the 
Exhibition Gardens, which have become so much a feature of  the 
carnival. From 1980 to 1991, the paper sponsored regular Free 
Entertainments in the Park (called FREEPs). It sponsors the city’s 
Royal Show and various other shows, such as the horse expo and the 
homes and leisure show. In 2000 it was providing a total of  about 
1,000 newspapers week to the city’s three major hospitals (Hartnett 
1993b; PNQ News 1981a, p.4; PNQ News-Print 1986, p.8; and Dorey 
2000b). Shepparton’s News, after its change to morning publication 
in 1990, introduced discount deals for people taking home deliveries 
and also for over-the-counter buyers paying in advance. The News 
also introduced a Reader Club. The two strategies led to an increase 
of  more than thirty percent in committed purchasers by the end 
of  the April-September audit in 1993 (McMillan 1993a, 1993b and 
1993c). In 1997 Reader Club membership stood at 5,000, or about 
half  the number of  buyers. The membership has leveled off  at about 
5,200, says circulation manager Judi Hanlon (Hanlon 2000a). The 
club is a story in itself  and has a page in each Monday’s paper, with 
a competition offering a good prize, lists of  members’ birthdays and 
anniversaries that week, a whimsical column, news of  member outings 
− the bus trip to the gardens at Mount Macedon in October 2000 
was booked out and so another trip was scheduled for November − 
and other items of  a light nature. Members also qualify for discounts 
at local retailers (The News, Shepparton, 2000, p.26; Hanlon 2000c). 
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The club demands the commitment of  the newspaper’s staff  in 
general and of  the circulation staff  in particular, but the rewards have 
certainly come for the Shepparton News (Walker 1997, p.52).
Newspapers in Education
A concept known as Newspapers in Education (NIE) was 
introduced in America in the 1950s15 and Australia in the late 1970s 
in response to television’s perceived threat to newspaper circulations. 
It was a bold grab for the young readers who were eluding newspapers. 
By 1983 there were well over 600 NIE programs in the US and 
Canada (McFarland 1983, p.23; PNQ News 1981b, p.60). With a little 
encouragement from the Regional Dailies promotional arm, NIE was 
introduced to Australia in 1979. It was initially called Newspapers in 
the Classroom (Sellars 1993; Reye 1993.). Under NIE, the participating 
newspaper provides copies of  its publication to schools, either free or at 
reduced rates, for students to use in classroom exercises which can vary 
from algebra to current affairs. One NIE coordinator, Lynne Cahill, of  
the West Australian, Perth, lists her aims as being to:
1. Promote education (i.e. to provide programs that develop 
literacy and numeracy skills).
2. Develop an awareness of  current events and an inquisitiveness 
about events in society.
3. Link newspapers with education − in meaningful projects.
4. Promote the slogan “Newspapers − reading to learn” (not 
“learning to read”).
“The basis of  all NIE projects,” says Cahill, “is to be true to our 
target audience − teachers, students and parents and not be involved 
in a project just for the sake of  selling newspapers and increasing 
circulation.” Neverthless, NIE’s historical roots are related to the 
fight for newspaper survival. The PANPA NIE Pacific Conference in 
Perth in November 1997 was told that newspapers’ biggest challenge 
for the next millennium was “giving young people the newspaper 
habit for life” (Williams 1997).
By the end of  1988, 13 papers in the Australian Provincial 
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Newspapers Ltd. group, which encompassed the former PNQ 
newspapers, had NIE programs (“Newspapers in Education” 1988). 
Since 1985, the Pacific Area Newspaper Publishers Association 
(PANPA) has held an annual NIE conference, except in 1999 when 
it was cancelled because so many prospective delegates were unable 
to attend for various reasons (PANPA Bulletin 1993, pp.3, 6; Cahill 
2000a). The enthusiasm amongst newspapers across Australia for 
NIE seems to have waned a little during the nineties (Kelett 2000). 
Those who know the scene say the West Australian, the Ballarat Courier 
and the Townsville Bulletin are among the papers that have strong NIE 
programs. In Perth, Lynne Cahill says 1,000 teachers a year attend, 
after school or during school holidays, one of  the West Australian’s 
two-hour courses about how to implement an NIE program. She 
and the paper’s educational coordinator also give presentations at 
state conferences of  professional teaching associations, focusing 
on advantages for the teaching of  reading, English, society and 
environmental and education computing technology and migrant 
education. Cahill is attached to the editorial department, not the 
circulation department (Cahill 2000a). At Ballarat, Joan Steinman has 
two major programs running at The Courier: “The Vibe”, two pages a 
week written and photographed by high-school students and aimed at 
the youth market; and an activity-based NIE page (called “The Suni 
News”, which is sponsored by Sunicrust Bread) on Mondays when 
a total of  1,500 copies of  the paper are sent to 50 schools. Sponsors 
cover the costs (Steinman 2000a). At Toowoomba, where circulation 
manager Michael Dorey is the NIE coordinator, The Chronicle sends 
about 4,000 copies a week to 250 schools. Again, sponsors cover 
basic costs (Dorey 2000b). Both Cahill and Steinman make available 
kits to assist the teachers in their programs. For example, Steinman 
(2000b) helps produce publications such as Finding Your Way Around 
Newspapers and Reading, Writing and the Newspaper; and Cahill (2000b) 
produces a set of  “Language arts activity cards” aimed at Years 
4 to 7 and has coopted journalists on the newspaper to produce 
a booklet on feature writing aimed at teachers so that they can 
assist their students. 
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Editorial strategies
The editorial content of  a newspaper is seen as the ultimate factor 
in determining whether people buy newspapers. For example, a report 
prepared in 2000 for the World Association of  Newspapers lists 
“local content” as the number one challenge facing the newspaper 
industry. The report says newspapers should “never lose sight of  
the fact that they are the “glue” that holds newspapers together” 
(PANPA Bulletin 2000b). Recent editorial strategies adopted at the 
Cairn Post include the introduction of  a “Time Out” section and 
people pages (pages of  pictures of  people at local events) to try to 
capture more of  the youth market. Regional news pages have been 
increased every day to capture readers outside the primary readership 
area. Monday’s Post also includes a sports liftout aimed at the growing 
male readership that day (Schutt 2000). At Wagga Wagga, the Daily 
Advertiser launched a business section on 28 March 2000. In the 
editorial reorganisation that ensued editor McCormack reduced the 
size of  its hallowed sports-reporting staff  from seven to five. The 
paper introduced “Life”, an eight-page full-colour lifestyle section 
on Thursdays (McCormack 2000b). At Warrnambool, The Standard’s 
strategy is to “continue to do what we do best: give readers the total 
news package they need each day”. This comprises an emphasis 
on local news, but also the key national, international, finance and 
sport stories of  the day. Editor Ian Pech (2000) says various special 
sections, such as food, lifestyle, computers and online, have been 
tried at different times since 1995, but each of  these failed from an 
advertising revenue and circulation perspective. “Our biggest success 
is the revamp of  our “On the Land” rural news section which has 
been boosted from four to five pages to a liftout averaging 12 pages 
a week.” Pech is convinced that the best circulation strategy for a 
newspaper such as The Standard is “put the effort into local news 
– specifically hard news”.
Competitions
In the 1980s, newspapers commonly turned to Bingo competitions 
when they wanted a dramatic short-term increase in circulation, with 
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the hope of  smaller but significant long-term gains. Experience soon 
showed that the long-term gains did not warrant the outlay in prizes. 
Competitions designed to boost circulation have generally become 
more modest. In 1999 Toowoomba’s Chronicle announced it would 
enter people subscribing six-days-a-week throughout the year in a 
draw to win prizes valued at $30,000. The prize-winners either had 
their mortgage or rent paid for a year, or won holidays, shopping 
vouchers or dinners. The competition increased the six-day-a-week 
subscribers by 400 in the short-term and 100 in the long term (“Bright 
Ideas” 1999). The Cairns Post runs regular competitions which offer 
prizes such as “pay off  your credit card”, “pay your home loan/rent 
for a year” and “Rugby World Cup tickets”, which rely on people 
having to buy multiple copies of  the newspaper each day (Schutt 
2000). At Warrnambool, The Standard’s conclusion is that contests do 
little to boost long-term circulation, possibly because readership level 
is so high (O’Connor 2000).
Conclusion
The study of  the eight selected regional dailies over fifty years 
revealed that most papers had performed strongly, especially from 
the mid-sixties to the mid-eighties. A general circulation slump had 
taken hold in the nineties, becoming accentuated in the final half  
of  that decade. A more intensive study of  the nineties confirmed 
this, with significant exceptions to the general rule being observed 
at Shepparton and on the Gold Coast. The generally negative 
performance of  the regional dailies in the nineties was significantly 
worse in NSW than in Queensland and Victoria. Three recent 
converts to the tabloid format have improved their circulations since 
ending their broadsheet days. Among the changes experience over 
the fifty years that directly impacted on day-to-day production of  
the newspapers were the conversion from hot-metal to cold type, 
the increases in paging, and the steady increases in cover prices. A 
comparison with population figures decade by decade shows how 
marked the circulation decline really has been on a per capita basis. 
Among the major factors seen as contributing to the circulation 
decline were the pace of  change in society, the gradual impact of  
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television, and the advent of  free newspapers. It is clear that the 
volume of  advertising carried by the free newspapers means that any 
view of  the performance of  the regional dailies that limits itself  to 
circulation figures of  the paid newspapers does not present the 
whole picture. In addition, even though circulations have been 
declining, revenue from newspaper sales has been increasing because 
of  the escalating cover prices. Among the strategies newspapers have 
adopted to combat the declining circulations are incentives for people 
to have their paper home-delivered every day, direct involvement by 
the newspaper in community activities, the Newspapers in Education 
program designed to win lifelong readers by getting youngsters into 
the habit of  reading and using newspapers, new editorial sections 
and competitions. One editor is convinced that the best circulation 
strategy for a newspaper is to focus on local news – “specifically hard 
news”. Finally, the regional dailies appear to have caught the same 
disease as their metropolitan cousins: chronic circulation decline. 
Those newspapers that are making small gains or holding steady 
are working hard at establishing and maintaining close relationships 
with significant sections of  their readership, especially the young 
readers. No better example of  building relationships with a broad 
cross-section of  readership exists than the Shepparton News Reader 
Club, which has achieved great success in maintaining the commitment 
of  existing subscribers and in gradually winning new ones.
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10 The Coffs Harbour Advocate is excluded from the comparison because 
it is not a paid-circulation daily. The Daily News, Warwick, is also 
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Melbourne on 18 November, and ATN Sydney on 2 December; GTV 
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began in Victoria: GLV La Trobe Valley, BCV Bendigo and GMV 
Goulburn Valley, on 9, 23 and 23 December 1961 respectively; NBN 
Newcastle, NSW, began on 4 March 1962.
14 Owners of  television sets were required to pay an annual licence fee, 
which was supposed to finance the (then) Australian Broadcasting 
Commission.
15 Loosely in the fifties; more formally in 1965 by the American Newspaper 
Publishers Association.
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A matter of  organisation
Beate Josephi
The importance of  the organisational sphere for media content 
is becoming increasingly recognized. This paper explores its 
past and present with regard to print journalism. By using the 
West Australian as an example this paper tries to find answers to 
questions such as: How did the organisational pattern evolve? 
Which forces have shaped it and are shaping it and, conversely, 
how do organisational factors impact on the individual journalist? 
The changes in organisation at the West Australian are traced, by 
means of  interview, over the past 74 years. From this, a clear 
picture emerges of  the media organisation’s control over its 
newsroom routines, and how these are shaped to ensure the 
output of  the desired product.
At the IAMCR conference in Singapore in July 2000, Stephen Reese, co-author of  Mediating the Message, which looks at influences on media content, gave a paper summarizing the 
results of  the impact of  the various spheres. His “Understanding the 
global journalists: a hierarchy of  influences approach” went through 
these levels of  influence, which reach, as it were, from micro to 
macro: the individual level, routines, organisational, extra-medial and 
ideological. At the end of  an exhaustive discussion of  Reese’s paper, 
a Korean scholar cut through the swathe of  deliberations. “And 
which of  those spheres is the most important?” he asked. Reese’s 
unhesitating answer was “the organisational sphere”.
However, “organisational” — as far as Reese and his co-author of  
Mediating the Message, Pamela Shoemaker, are concerned — designates 
“the news organisation”. It does not mean working routines, which 
are assigned a level of  their own. I approve of  Shoemaker and Reese’s 
model in its basic structure, but not in detail. My preferred model 
conflates routines and the managerial level, and it is this approach 
that I’ve brought to my paper.
Australian Studies in Journalism 9: 2000, pp.106-125
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Over the last years I have studied the West Australian’s newsroom 
practices, story path and managerial structure. The question remained, 
though, “How did the current pattern evolve?” In this paper I can 
only offer a broad outline as answer. For an exhaustive reply the 
history of  the West Australian would need to be written, which has 
not been done to date.
In determining how to get an overview of  the changes that have 
occurred over time at the West Australian I decided on a number 
of  interviewees who could tell me about different decades. I also 
presumed that some of  those involved in the decision making 
processes at the West Australian would be those who could best 
describe them. By turning from the synchronic to a diachronic, or 
historical, approach to the organisational sphere, I hoped to find out 
which forces have shaped it. This, I expected, would also provide an 
answer on how to weight the media organisation’s influence within 
the organisational sphere.
Literature review
The mid to late 1970s saw a flourishing of  newsroom studies. 
Best known among them is Tuchman’s Making News: A Study in the 
Construction of  Reality (1978). According to Tuchman, shaping the 
news takes place as a “negotiated enterprise”. She works from three 
assumptions. First that “news is an institutional method of  making 
information available to consumers”, second that “news is an ally of  
legitimated institutions”, and third that “news is located, gathered, and 
disseminated by professionals working in organisations.” (Tuchman 
1978,p.4) Since Tuchman focuses on the pathways of  creating 
news, her attention is more directed at newsroom practices and the 
interactions with news sources than the managerial level.
Another work of  that time is Herbert Gans’s Deciding What’s News 
— a Study of  CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News, Newsweek and Time. 
Gans devotes chapters to “The organisation of  story selection”, 
which encompasses the entirety of  the organisational sphere, as I use 
it — newsroom practices and managerial influences. Despite giving 
one sub-chapter the title of  :News organisations as assembly lines”, 
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Gans, like Tuchman, portrays the creation of  media content as a 
negotiated process within clearly defined perimeters of  labor and 
power. In this setting, “power” has very clearly the upper hand, with 
journalists seemingly “not aware of  the conformity under which they 
labor.” (Gans 1979, p. 98)
An earlier examination, Sigal’s Reporters and Officials — The 
Organisation and Politics of  Newsmaking, is based on observations at the 
New York Times and the Washington Post. His study goes a long 
way in answering the question why newspapers vary. Sigal shows how 
this can be clearly traced in their “organisational politics” which, in 
part, are also determined by different geographical location, different 
size operations, distribution range and deadlines. 
Hirsch’s 1977 chapter “Occupational, organisational and 
institutional models in mass media research: towards an integrated 
framework” cites D.M. White’s gatekeeper study, which suggests that 
occupational, craft and organisational norms concerning news and 
story categories explain more of  the variance in story selection than 
personal bias. He also picks up on Sigal’s assertion that changes in 
the management ownership affect reporters and content much more 
than changes in who occupies the desk of  the city editor. These 
samples, for Hirsch, “call for the articulation of  organisational 
and institutional models in which mass media organisations qua 
organisations play a far larger role than they are usually accorded…” 
(Hirsch 1977, p. 17).
Linking the media organisation and organisational pathways 
together is Philip Schlesinger’s detailed study of  BBC news, Putting 
‘Reality’ Together (1987). Schlesinger not only examines the production 
of  radio and television news, but also the mediation of  control — 
i.e. the editorial system and corporate ideology. Schlesinger carefully 
analyses the “subtle and empirical” ways in which the BBC sustains 
its corporate image in its broadcasts and its corporate role in British 
society. Overall, he found that the BBC newsmen “did not, in general, 
consider themselves kept on a short leash and were unconscious … 
of  the highly ramified nature of  the editorial system, and the impact 
on their work” (Schlesinger 1987, p. 135). Like Gans and Tuchman, 
Schlesinger points to the fact that the organisation, its structure and 
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workings are “premised on an uncritical and generally unarticulated 
commitment to the established order” (Schlesinger 1987, p. 164).
All authors mentioned so far either take or plead for an integrated 
approach to the study of  the organisational sphere, i.e. one that 
does not separate the media organisation’s editorial policy and its 
consequences for newsroom practices. Counter to this, Shoemaker 
& Reese in their book, Mediating the Message: Theories of  Influence on 
Mass Media Content (1991/1996, also see Reese, 2000) divide media 
routines and organisational influences into two — wrongly so, as I 
have argued elsewhere (Josephi, forthcoming). It may have been the 
nature of  Shoemaker & Reese’s work as a textbook that prompted 
them to slice up the influences on media content into smaller and 
more easily negotiable portions. However, two of  their subsequent 
publications illustrate and emphasize how firmly the routine level 
is, as it were, the long arm of  the organisation. In his “The news 
paradigm and the ideology of  objectivity: a socialist at the Wall Street 
Journal” Reese looks at the long stints at the Wall Street Journal and 
the Los Angeles Times of  a reporter, who later revealed his socialist 
convictions and who had written for radical publications while at 
the WSJ. The study shows that both papers had sufficient “repair 
mechanisms” in place to deal with copy outside their accepted news 
paradigm. “The primary defense within the journalistic community was 
to reaffirm the ability of  the editorial routine to handle abnormalities 
and to wring out any potential bias”, thus “minimizing the man and 
his message” (Reese 1997, pp. 432/433).
Shoemaker et al, in looking at “Individual and routine forces 
in gatekeeping”, analyzed the content of  newspaper stories of  50 
Congressional . . . The study found that “[n]o individual-level force 
was related to the quantity of  coverage the bills received, whereas the 
editors’ assessment of  bills’ newsworthiness was positively related 
to quantity” (Shoemaker et al 1999, p. 2). Shoemaker concludes that 
“[t]he data support the idea that routine forces are more successful 
in winning the competition to determine what becomes news 
than individual forces. Future research should not only strive to 
include more event, but also include other levels of  analysis, such as 
organisational forces …” (Shoemaker et al 1999, p. 9).
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The studies listed so far have been carried out in set time spans, 
and do not look at the evolution of  organisational patterns. However, 
both Roshco and Gaunt examine the organisational sphere with an 
eye to the historical dimension. Roshco, in his book Newsmaking has 
a chapter “Press releases and Pulitzer prizes: the diverse meanings of  
‘objective’ news”. In it he outlines the difference between Adolph S. 
Ochs’s New York Times and Joseph Pulitzer’s World and marks out the 
development of  Ochs’s impartial journalism and Pulitzer’s crusading 
journalism into the middle of  the 20th century. (Roshco 1975, pp. 
38-57) Roshco’s observations regarding the New York Times as a 
“paper of  record” offer interesting parallels to the West Australian, 
which saw itself  in this role for many decades.
Gaunt’s research, Choosing the News, is a comparative one. Viewing 
a regional newspaper in the US, Britain and France, Gaunt makes 
a content analysis of  foreign news flow from wire services to 
local newspaper the empirical cornerstone of  his study. But this is 
embedded in a book which, first of  all, looks at journalistic traditions 
and the history of  journalistic practice in all three countries. It was this 
chapter in Gaunt’s book on comparing journalistic traditions, which 
provided me with some of  the questions I used in my interviews for 
this paper, in particular the notion that “[w]ithin the general context, 
different news organisations have different images of  themselves”. As 
a consequence “they will encourage their journalists to select stories, 
report events and develop editorial styles that are in keeping with what 
they think this image might be” (Gaunt 1990, p. 21).
About the paper whose traditions and image I want to investigate, 
the West Australian, very little has been written. Apart from a large 
format coffee table book, published in 1993 to commemorate the 
West Australian’s 160th anniversary, and a The Years of  News from the West 
Australian and The Daily News, which reprinted a selection of  articles 
on the occasion of  the 150th anniversary, only a number of  unofficial 
in-house publications exist. One Hundred and Sixty Years of  News from 
the West Australian, a 400-page volume, consists almost exclusively 
of  reproduced photographs, articles and front pages of  the West 
Australian which, in many ways, make the book a valuable and 
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insight providing document, but no analytical text accompanies the 
illustrations (Gaylord & Savvas 1993).
Method
In my attempt to find out about the evolution of  the organisational 
pattern of  the West Australian, in the absence of  any specific literature 
or documentation, I had to resort to interviews. In searching for the 
forces that have shaped this pattern I could have confined myself  
to tracing the working practices and conditions of  the individual 
reporter. This approach would have accounted for the routines, 
and when they were changed, but would not have examined the 
reasons why they were changed. I therefore decided on mainly four 
interviewees. All four were former cadets at the West Australian, one 
has been there only during his cadetship, one has been a journalist 
at the West Australian since 1941 (and still is) and two are former 
editors, their time spanning the past 74 years of  what is Australia’s 
second oldest newspaper.
I am very fortunate that W.T.G. (Griff) Richards, who joined the 
West Australian in December 1926, was its main political reporter 
throughout the 1930s, its news editor from 1951 and its editor from 
1956 to 1972 is well and, what is more, possesses an enviable memory 
at the age of  92. Frank Platell joined as a 15-year-old in 1941, became 
a cadet a couple of  years later and still works two days a week at the 
West Australian’s architectural and real estate section. Robert Drewe 
spent his cadetship at the West Australian from 1961 to1964 (and 
still dreams about the old newsroom, though he doesn’t know what 
C.G. Jung would make of  portable typewriters) and is today one of  
Australia’s most highly regarded novelists. His most recent book, 
The Shark Net, a memoir of  his childhood, adolescence and young 
adulthood in Perth takes in the years spent at the West Australian. Last 
but not least I talked to Paul Murray, who joined the West Australian 
as a cadet in 1970, then after a time in the West Australian’s Sydney 
and Melbourne offices, became political editor of  the Western Mail, 
returning to the West Australian in 1987 as chief  of  staff  and, 
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after a brief  stint as night editor, became its editor from 1989 to 
February 2000.
My questions aimed at taking in factual information about the 
newsroom, its structure and practices as well as including a number 
of  queries aimed at the image of  the paper and my interviewees’ own 
definition of  the role of  journalist. This way not only the changes in 
routine could be traced, but also the shift in perception of  the 
paper. All interviews were recorded in Perth, except the one with 
Robert Drewe, which was done partly verbally in Perth and — to 
the greater extent — by email.
Findings
1927 — Second World War
In 1927, when Griff  Richards joined as a cadet, between 60 and 
70 journalists were working at the West Australian. The paper was 
housed in the West Australian Chambers in St Georges Terrace, a 
building that is still standing. There everyone had their own office. 
Once a cadet advanced to graduate staff, he was given a room of  his 
own with his nameplate outside.
Then as now, a cadet went through a round in each department, 
including the weeklies, before deciding on his particular area. He was 
trained for accuracy and impartiality. With one edition and a printing 
deadline at 4am, the pace was leisurely, but stories took more time to 
write. Telephone usage was “a last resort” and the communication 
was person to person. The reporter had to take the tram or walk 
to appointments, or catch a taxi if  the assignment was urgent 
and far away.
The paper was run on a tri-partite system which, in its basic 
structure, did not change until after the war. At the top was the 
editor, who worked in a separate department from everyone else 
and who filled the traditional role of  choosing the editorial and 
having it written and doing with it, whatever he wanted to do. He 
also controlled the style of  writing prevalent at the paper. The chief  
of  staff  looked after staff  requirements, recruiting and assigning the 
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reporters their different jobs. Until the war, he also controlled the 
size of  the paper. He got estimates of  space from the advertising 
department and the sub-editor, and decided what size the paper would 
be, based on a ratio of  60 percent advertisements and 40 percent news 
(the same as today). House advertisements and stand-by news gave 
some flexibility to this calculation. (Richards 2000)
Having assigned a job to the reporter was the last the chief  of  
staff  would see of  the article until he read the printed version in the 
paper the next morning. Once the reporter filed a story, it first went 
to the day sub-editor, who was — in the West Australian Chambers 
Building — the only person in the sub-editors’ room during the day. 
In the evening came the chief  sub-editor, who had an assistant, who 
sub-edited the copy lodged in Perth and Fremantle, and three men, 
who handled cables and interstate telegrams. The chief  sub-editor 
controlled the production of  the paper. He decided on placements 
and headlines and later oversaw a growing number of  sub-editors. 
The sub-editors subbed the copy for accuracy, style, space and wrote 
the headings. All the subbed copy went back to the chief  sub-editor, 
who scanned it and sent it to the printer. It depended on the individual 
sub-editor, how much the story was rewritten. Some, according to 
Griff  Richards, “practically rewrote the copy in their own style”. 
Richards did not condone this practice. He said, “My idea was to 
retain the writer’s copy as far as possible, just checking it for spelling 
and grammar and newspaper style, which is quite important, and the 
space available, of  course.” (Richards 2000)
The West Australian’s newspaper style was to be factual. The West 
Australian then was very much “a paper of  record”. According to 
Richards it was so not in a historical sense, “but the big requirement 
was day-to-day reporting.” (Richards, 2000) Quoting Ochs’s words 
on taking over the New York Times to Richards, he accepted them as 
expressing the ambitions and intentions of  the West Australian. In 1886 
Ochs said, “that he intended to publish a ‘high-standard newspaper, 
clean, dignified and trustworthy’ (Roshco 1975,p.39).”
This also described the reporter’s task. As far as the West Australian 
was concerned, the reporter had to report factually. Since there were 
no by-lines, “everything was published as if  from the newspaper 
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itself ” (Richards 2000). Griff  Richards recounted the story of  the 
assistant secretary of  the Trades Hall, who applied to the paper for a 
job and was sent up to Parliament. To quote Richards:
When I saw his copy I was aghast. It was highly coloured. So I gave it 
back to him, saying that everything had to be factual and accurate and 
shouldn’t be slanted either way. To slant an article was a hanging job. 
And if  he couldn’t report things factually without any colour, he had 
to be put off. So he (Andy Clemensen) re-wrote the piece, and it was 
quite different. Once he knew that that was the idea he reported quite 
well, because he was one of  the few people who did have a political 
background (Richards 2000).
Asked whether reporting factually meant being politically neutral, 
Griff  Richards gave a detailed answer. Winthrop Hackett, editor and 
co-owner 1887-1913 and sole owner of  the paper 1913-1916, followed 
“the old ownership style of  running a newspaper”. According to 
Richards, he was “more of  a politician than a journalist, really. He 
supported Forrest . . . but also other governments, I think to the 
detriment of  the paper.” (Richards 2000) H.J. Lambert, editor from 
1929-1946 “tried to steer a neutral course”, whereas Ernest de Burgh, 
editor from 1946 — 1956 “just told me that he hated the Labor 
Party and that was that”. The editor’s special attention, though, was 
reserved for the then Labor Housing Minister Herb Graham, who 
had permitted the building of  the first multi-story flats in Subiaco, 
where de Burgh lived. Once Richards took over from de Burgh, he 
rang Graham and said, “The war is over.” Richards added, “and 
we went on an even keel.” (Richards 2000) However, the paper’s 
conscious or unconscious bias against the Labor Party was a 
perception that survived — with interruptions — well into the 
1990s. (Wilson 1993, p. 11)
The West Australian moved on the Christmas weekend 1932 to 
its new premises, custom-built Newspaper House on St. George’s 
Terrace, and it reopened with its centenary issue on January 5, 1933. 
By then, staff  numbers were bigger, the deadline had advanced, 
initially to 2am and then progressively earlier as country editions were 
introduced. Newspaper House offered, newsroom-wise, radically 
different working conditions. There was one large newsroom. 
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According to Richards, “it was more efficient to have reporters in 
one big room” (Richards 2000).
As before, the reporters had to provide their own typewriters, 
which they either left in the office or took home. There were no 
allocated places. “They just sorted themselves out in the big room. 
There were lockers where they kept things. Apart from that tables 
were scattered about the room and they sat where they wanted to 
sit.” (Richards 2000) The sub-editors had one long table. The chief  
sub-editor was on one side in the center and the sub-editors were 
spread around the table. The paper — until 1947 — was a broadsheet, 
carrying up to 20 stories on its front page.
Despite these major changes, the basic working structure 
throughout the 30s remained the same: the editor was at the top, 
setting the tone, the chief  of  staff  was responsible for staff  and 
assigning stories and the chief  sub-editor for production. the West 
Australian sold mostly by subscription, whereas it was left to the 
afternoon paper, the Daily News, to sensationalize events and survive 
on street sales. Some investigative reporting was done, but most of  the 
reporting was seen as being “matter of  fact. There wasn’t a deliberate 
[investigation]. The reporting was of  a non-personal standard. No 
comments were allowed in the stories. The only comment in the 
paper was in the editorials.” (Richards 2000)
The War and the 1950s
During the Second World War it was “just a matter of  holding 
the fort.” Most men were required by the war effort, which left 
only old people or the very young. The old people, according to 
Richards, “got older, and more and more ill. The paper just went 
downhill.”(Richards 2000)
Frank Platell joined in 1941 as a 15-year-old and became a cadet 
two years later. To learn shorthand, he had to go to a college at his 
own expense, just as he still had to buy his own typewriter. He was 
taught how to get his facts right. As far as the writing was concerned, 
the sub-editors “would put us on the right track, go over the copy 
and enlighten us on our practices”. Platell remembers one incident in 
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particular when he questioned something and was told, “There is no 
reason for it — it’s just our policy.” (Platell 2000)
But, on the whole, “policy” was not hard and definite. According 
to Platell, “you had to be smart and work it out yourself. It was no 
good to put in stories that ran contrary to what they were going to 
publish. You learned these things. We were more in the Menzies 
[fold]. There was no direction that way, we just had that gut feeling.” 
(Platell 2000)
From Platell’s point of  view little changed until J. Macartney 
took over as managing editor in 1951 and made Griff  Richards news 
editor the same year (the title of  managing editor was later changed 
to managing director). Richards could see that the paper desperately 
needed an overhaul after the war. The old tri-partite system of  editor 
— chief  of  staff  — chief  sub-editor was still in existence. What made 
matters worse was that the chief  of  staff  and the chief  sub-editor 
were not speaking terms and certainly not “on the same wave-length”. 
(Richards 2000)
After the war Richards put up the idea of  an editor-in-chief  who 
would bring the three branches together. De Burgh took the title but 
didn’t make any changes. After Macartney’s arrival Richards became 
news editor and began “to modernize the paper’s newsgathering and 
handling techniques” (Gaylord & Savvas 1993, p. 6). This involved 
setting up offices in Melbourne and subsequently in Canberra and 
Sydney with more efficient — pre-sorted — tele-type services. 
Richards also found the news from Asia wanting as the news agencies 
were foreign owned and their news items were written purely with an 
eye for Europe or America, both in content and time-lines. He went 
to Asia a few times to help to establish wire-services with “more of  
an Australian flavor”. Richards also visited leading papers in England 
and the US and brought back what he saw as most applicable to 
the West Australian in terms of  organisation and how the copy 
was treated. Richards found the American papers overstaffed and 
thought London’s Daily Telegraph was the best run, though Richards 
explicitly pointed out that he, when visiting overseas, looked for 
ideas not models.
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With regard to organisation the position of  news editor was 
created, who took control of  both chief  of  staff  and the chief  
sub-editor, bridging “the gap that had been there before”. Once 
Richards took on the job in 1951 he introduced a system of  layouts 
and circulated a sheet each day for giving schedules for different 
activities and, with the corroboration of  the printer, was able to send 
out a detailed layout of  each page, which was followed by the chief  
sub-editor and the printer. This also changed the treatment of  the 
copy. Before the war the chief  of  staff  and the sub-editors did their 
respective jobs without consulting anyone and the reporters were 
more or less left to their own design, and also the sub-editors desk 
“was ruled by a very loose arrangement”. The news editor’s position 
of  the ’50s is comparable to today’s deputy editor’s post, whereas 
today’s news editors are in fact the sub-editors for pages 1-6 and 
7-13 respectively. The production of  the paper had already gone 
to the advertising department during the war, where it remains 
to this day.
These changes in organisation, which heralded a more integrated 
approach, were appropriate for a time in which the West Australian was 
growing, started up more country and suburban editions, requiring a 
smoother and more efficient operation. Another noticeable change 
was the influx of  overseas born staff  at the West Australian. It was not 
until after the war that government began instituting its own public 
relations (in fact Griff  Richards was asked to set it up, but turned 
down the request), again depleting the newsrooms. This meant quite 
a number of  British, New Zealand and South African journalists 
working at the West Australian in the ’50s, ’60s and ’70s.
When Richards took over the editorship in 1956 he could continue 
carrying out the changes he had initiated before, mostly to satisfy the 
need of  a “quicker service of  news, and [a] wider spread” (Richards 
2000) — and implement a different style. In 1947, due to newsprint 
shortage the West Australian had become a tabloid. However, when 
the US bottled up the Pacific in the lead-up to the Korean War, 
newsprint was rationed in Australia even more severely than it had 
been during and shortly after the Second World War. For Richards, 
the “very florid style of  writing with long words and long sentences” 
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was obsolete and he rewrote the stylebook, which last had been 
updated in the early 1930s (by Bob James). Richards says, “I changed 
the old style to a crisper style with short words and short sentences, 
and only a few adjectives and adverbs . . . the whole intention was 
to make it easier for the reader — or as easy as possible.” (Richards 
2000) Whereas before sentences had 50 or more words, “now 20 
words in a sentence was considered the ideal” (Platell 2000). “Good 
sharp journalism” became the standard principle.
The 1960s and ’70s
In the early 1960s the journalists still wrote “as if  from the paper 
itself ”. By-lines had emerged from the early 1950s onwards, but 
this did not alter the ideal of  the impartial copy. the West Australian 
was still perceived as a “paper of  record”, and the effect of  this on 
reporting, according to Robert Drewe, “was pretty limiting. There 
was no place for subjective reporting at all except in feature columns 
by the paper’s one recognized witty wordsmith, first Frank Devine, 
then Athol Thomas.” (Drewe 2000b)
A more extensive and writerly account of  Drewe’s cadetship can 
be found in his memoir, The Shark Net. (Drewe 2000, p. 209f.) Here 
is Drewe’s more concise answer:
We were taught how to write news stories by the cadet counsellor and 
deputy chief-of-staff, Jim Dunbar, a dour and dry Scot, ex-Fleet Street, 
who held weekly cadet meetings where he tested us on news events and 
we were lectured by different senior journalists . . . We also assisted 
these senior people on their rounds, as well as in the courts and council 
meetings and Parliament, and in far-flung branches like Fremantle, 
Kalgoorlie and Katanning. The cadets wrote their stories on pink (!) 
copy and carbon paper sandwiches rather than the white ones the graded 
reporters used. This allowed the cadet counsellor to keep track of  the 
stories when they came back up from the composing room (“the Stone”) 
with the sub-editor’s and printer’s marks on them. He would go over them 
with us, showing why they had been altered and, especially, cut. This was 
invaluable in cultivating the accepted newspaper style, as well as learning 
what might be defamatory and so on. (Drewe 2000b)
The quality of  this training was so highly regarded that papers from 
the Eastern states regularly “poached” young reporters from the West 
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Australian (Richards 2000), as happened to Robert Drewe who was 
offered a position by the Age. (Drewe 2000, pp. 349-352)
The image of  the paper, in Drewe’s view, was shaped “by the big 
end of  town”. In his cadet days, the West Australian was W.A.-owned, 
and the board “had a say in everything”, even in cadet selection. “We 
had to appear before the Board, as well as again before the editor 
and senior executives, before we were selected.” It may have been for 
this reason that, as Robert Drewe writes, “a newspaper career was a 
prestigious one in a conservative sort of  way. More private-school 
types with good Leaving results, who these days might favour law or 
economics, participated.” (Drewe 2000b)
The West Australian in the 1960s — under Griff  Richards editorship 
— was still “a paper of  record”. Political neutrality was observed. In 
election campaigns both parties were given the same space in column 
inches. “But the rest of  the year,” Drewe writes, “no one was in any 
doubt that God and the West Australian shone on the conservatives.” 
Platell shared the same feeling, as did Paul Murray, who phrased 
it in stronger terms.
Whereas Griff  Richards played down the impact of  overseas, 
and in particular British, born journalists, Drewe, Platell and Murray 
thought their influence was considerable. Fleet Street, according to 
Murray, was looked upon as “the Holy Grail”, and journalists who 
came from there were “highly regarded”. (Murray 2000) To this 
Drewe added, “They were used to asking tougher questions, and 
writing in a more imaginative way . . . I don’t think that any of  
them had been stars back home, but after Britain they couldn’t 
believe the cosy, sunny, parochial little enclave they’d ended up 
in.” (Drewe 2000b)
Though young journalists strained to leave the comfortable fold 
— “For young journalists to go overseas and to work on Fleet Street 
— it meant you were really something” (Murray 2000) — only in 
hindsight did they realize how generous and well-equipped the 
West Australian was. During the 1960s, the West Australian, whose 
development, according to Richards, paralleled very much that of  
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W.A., was sharing in the advances of  the state brought about by the 
mining boom in the north and north-west.
The paper’s organisational routines followed the pattern laid 
out by Griff  Richards in the ’50s. Necessary changes were made to 
accommodate earlier printing deadlines, more supplements and an 
expanding audience in the far-flung reaches of  the state. In the early 
’60s Newspaper House received a two-story addition, which gave 
the journalists a cafeteria upstairs and a new big open space with 
typewriters on trolleys. Reporters tried to make as few mistakes as 
possible, because too many alterations meant retyping the whole 
article. The stories were written on “sandwiches”, with the top 
copy going to the sub-editors, one copy to the news bureau for the 
interstate services and the pink copy, if  you were a cadet, to the cadet 
counsellor. The chief-of-staff  did not get his own copy, but had 
access to the night editor’s copy. (Ewing 2000) In the 60s the back 
bench consisted of  chief  sub-editor, the copy taster, check sub-editor 
and the night editor, with about ten sub-editors on duty per evening. 
The formal news conference, as customary now, developed over time. 
Initially it was a casual afternoon tea with the managing editor, the 
news editor, the deputy chief-of-staff  and the chief  sub-editor. In 
1957 Richards introduced news conferences on the British model. 
However, the managing director, Jim Macartney, banned them when 
he went to the newsroom during conference time and could not find 
the man he wanted to see. Richards then saw people individually 
to substitute for the news conference. The news conference, as 
we know it now, was reintroduced after Macartney’s departure in 
1969. (Richards 2000)
The paper, according to Paul Murray, had a “highly entrenched 
pronounced hierarchy”. Griff  Richards, whose last years as editor 
coincided with Murray’s first three years at the paper, never spoke 
to him once when Murray was a cadet. Decisions were made by the 
editor, the chief  of  staff  and the chief  sub-editor. Murray remembers 
the sub-editors’ desk as “all powerful in those days”. Many of  these 
early impressions guided Murray in the changes he later undertook as 
editor, but none more so than the words of  M.C. (Bon) Uren, when 
he took over from Richards as editor.
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[Uren] spoke to us and said, “I want to leave the newspaper as I found 
it. I don’t want to go down in history as the editor who changed the West 
Australian.” How despondent we all were, hearing that, thinking “Oh 
God, here we go. Old Griff  [who] has been here forever — he was a 
good editor, I think — has finally left and in comes this bugger and says, 
he is not going to change anything. What a shocking thing.” And I was 
totally driven by that when I became editor. Well I am going to be the 
editor who changes this newspaper. (Murray 2000)
During the ’60s and ’70s the West Australian did not undergo the 
major changes it necessarily had to have after the war. The working 
ways of  the reporters progressively shifted from face to face to 
telephone interviews. When Macartney was appointed managing editor 
in 1951 he introduced a car pool for reporters and photographers. 
Computers were still about to come in in the early 1980s. The paper’s 
image and style were shaped by the top echelon, and cadets and 
young reporters were thoroughly, though, on the whole fairly subtly, 
inducted into the paper’s accepted style. The organisational pathways 
made sure — particularly as far as news articles were concerned — 
that they conformed to the paper’s approved standards.
The 1990s
The paper left Newspaper House in 1987 when, under the brief  
ownership of  Robert Holmes a Court, it moved into Forrest Centre 
on St George’s Terrace. Here the newsrooms were spread over two 
floors, but at Easter 1997 the West Australian moved again, this time to 
its custom built new Newspaper House at Herdsman Lake.
The major change Paul Murray had already attempted while still 
in Forrest Centre, was now furthered by the newsfloor design in the 
new Newspaper House. (Josephi 1998, p. 170) The divide between 
journalists and sub-editors was broken down, and the power of  the 
sub-editors broken. Paul Murray said, “We [Bob Cronin and I] were 
on this absolute policy to make it into a reporters’ newspaper . . .” The 
newspaper best known as a reporters’ newspaper is the Washington 
Post (Sigal 1973, p. 18), and this bears out Murray’s contention that 
“many journalists, me in particular, look more to America for our 
lead these days” (Murray 2000).
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Murray’s determination to empower the reporters came not only 
from his time as a young reporter at the West Australian, but also 
from his later time as chief  of  staff, where he was very frustrated 
“getting up great stories all day” with the reporters — “and then the 
subs would be doing their own thing at night”. To take away from 
the power of  the sub-editors, in Murray’s words, “was a fundamental 
shift in the paper”. This included a newly introduced de-briefing of  
the reporters when they came back from a job, discussing the story 
with the chief  of  staff, so that he was aware of  everything that was 
happening everywhere that day. This also, of  course, empowered 
the chief  of  staff  who, when going to the news conference in the 
afternoon, “was actually running the show, basically speaking one to 
one to the editor” (Murray 2000).
It also allowed the reporters “more adventure” in their writing, 
fitting for a paper that had moved away from being “a paper of  
record”. A paper of  record, in Murray’s eyes, was no longer adequate 
for the times. “It didn’t question enough, it just wanted to record.” 
(Murray 2000) Given the events of  the late 1980s surrounding W.A. 
Inc., for which Murray accepted the criticism that “for a considerable 
time [the papers] ‘lacked a sufficient sense of  outrage about what was 
happening’.” (Tiffen 1999,p.224) Murray wanted a paper that was 
seen as “aggressive, and lively, and certainly not shy of  controversy”. 
In his view the role of  journalist is still, firstly, being the recorder of  
events and messenger, and secondly, “an avenue for accountability in 
the political process” (Murray 2000).
All these shifts in the paper — from a “stodgy and over-
conservative” paper of  record in which the sub-editors were endowed 
with a large degree of  control to a questioning newspaper, shaped to 
a greater extent by the reporters than ever before — all this Murray 
could only implement once he was editor himself. In Murray’s view 
“newspapers in Australia are hierarchical by nature. The editor can 
be all-seeing, all-knowing, all-powerful, if  he wants to be … the 
structure means he can be.” (Murray 2000) It then becomes an issue 
of  personality whether the editor chooses to undertake changes 
or not. (Waterford 1999, p. 16) Richards and Murray did institute 
changes, as did Lambert in the ’30s — others only to a lesser degree. 
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The reporters adapt to whichever form of  journalism is asked of  
them by the organisation — be this the West Australian or another 
media outlet. Murray first experienced this when going from the West 
Australian to the now defunct Western Mail, and again more recently 
when leaving the West Australian to join Perth radio station 6PR. To 
him, being able to carry one’s craft from one place to another is part of  
the professionalism of  a journalist. (Murray 2000, Shoemaker & Reese 
1996, p. 139) The media organisation and its organisational pathways 
then will direct these skills to fit the desired style.
Conclusion
The diachronic approach to the question “Does organisation 
matter?” provides for a clear answer. Organisation matters, and within 
the organisational sphere it is the media organisation, or those who 
represent its power and influence, who matter most. They design the 
organisational pathways, which are fashioned to meet the perceived 
needs of  the paper, and it is up to those in charge to implement 
organisational changes when they see the necessity for it.
Media organisations don’t live in a vacuum. Changes, whether 
in style, such as adding a by-line, or internal power shifts, such as 
the lessening of  the influence of  the sub-editors, most likely can be 
observed at a number of  papers in a similar time-period. However, a 
comparative study to prove this needs to be carried out.
Looking at the organisational changes over the decades at the 
West Australian confirms the extent of  control a media organisation 
has over its organisational practices — irrespective of  whether this 
is due to following the trend of  the times or not. In turn, these 
organisational routines have a large influence on the kind of  stories 
journalists produce. They are designed to ensure the overall image 
of  the newspaper. In this way the organisational pathways represent 
the — mostly subtle — implementation of  the policy of  the media 
organisation in its pursuit of  a particular product.
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War, myth and history: the case 
of  the Automedon
Tim Hamlett & See King-Tai
This article considers the responses of  journalists and historians 
to a book published in 1992 which contained a controversial 
new interpretation of  a 50-year-old incident in World War II. It 
notes that neither group subjected the new thesis to a searching 
examination while the matter was still of  political importance. 
By the time the historians had looked into the issues properly, 
the reporters had lost interest.
The bare facts are not disputed. On 11 November 1940 Atlantis — a German cargo ship converted into a commerce raider by the addition of  disguises and a few guns — hove alongside the 
British Blue Funnel liner Automedon in the Indian Ocean, summoned 
her to stop and fired a shot across her bows. The Automedon resisted, 
and was bombarded until her radio signals ceased. The Germans then 
boarded her, made prisoners of  her crew and seized large quantities 
of  confidential mail. Then the Automedon was sunk. So far this is the 
small change of  naval history, an endearingly antiquated episode by 
the standards of  submarine warfare, though tragic enough for the 
crew of  the Automedon, who suffered several casualties.
The incident gave rise to no particular controversy for nearly 
50 years. Then in 1991 James Rusbridger and Eric Nave published 
a book called Betrayal at Pearl Harbour (Rusbridger and Nave 1991) 
dedicated to the thesis that Churchill had “lured” Roosevelt into 
World War II and in particular that British Intelligence had withheld 
from the Americans information which would have warned them of  
the impending Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour. Rusbridger did the 
writing while Nave — formerly a naval captain working in Britain’s 
Government Code and Cipher School — provided much information 
from memory. At the time the book was written he was aged 92. 
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The central thesis of  the book is not considered in this article (for 
a critical assessment see Steiner 1991) but there was also a chapter 
devoted to the Automedon incident. In this passage “The nail in the 
horse’s shoe” Rusbridger states that the British Cabinet had decided 
the empire in the Far East was indefensible, and a report to this 
effect was among the papers captured on the Automedon. Though 
the British government knew that these papers had been taken to 
Japan it continued to make misleading promises to Australia about 
the defence of  Singapore, leading to large numbers of  Australian 
troops being sent to garrison “the fortress, which was indefensible, 
and had already been abandoned.” The Japanese, meanwhile, 
were spurred on towards Pearl Harbour by the discovery that 
Britain had no Far East fleet worth speaking of  and no prospect 
of  assembling one.
Rusbridger’s chapter on the Automedon incident attracted the 
attention of  the Sydney Morning Herald, which published a summary 
of  it under the eye-catching headline “Churchill: How he sent Aussie 
soldiers to die.” (Rusbridger 1992) This in turn was blamed for an 
outburst from the then Australian prime minister Paul Keating, that 
Britain had “decided not to defend the Malaya peninsula, not to worry 
about Singapore, not to give us our troops back to keep ourselves 
free from Japanese domination.” This comment came at the same 
time as a royal visit, stories of  breaches of  protocol by the Australian 
premier and his wife, and a debate in Australia about the merits of  
republicanism. Keating’s remarks were put to various professional 
historians with, as might have been expected, varying results. David 
Day supported Keating, saying that Australia was put at unjustifiable 
risk in 1942 because of  Britain’s decision to concentrate on the 
European and Middle East theatres. But Mr Day’s own book (Day 
1988) did not levy the charge of  deception. His thesis then was that 
Australian leaders had deceived themselves, and should have known 
perfectly well that Australian requirements were not being met:
With the bare facts of  Singapore before him [Menzies] his comfortable 
beliefs about Imperial defence proved more difficult to sustain. After 
talking with British commanders, Menzies noted the grievous deficiencies 
in aircraft and military equipment and observed that the “absence of  
naval craft must encourage the Japanese”. (Day 1988 p. 116)
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The most vociferous of  Keating’s historian critics was Corelli 
Barnett, who was quoted as saying that Churchill’s mistake was in 
hanging on to Singapore too long, because “The naval base was the 
only point of  Singapore, but we had no fleet there so there was no 
point in having it [Singapore].” (Rusbridger 1992) With characteristic 
lack of  tact he went on to say something rather similar about Australia 
itself. Somewhere in between came Robert O’Neil, who thought 
Keating wrong about the 1940s but conceded “a point” about British 
policy in the ’20s and ’30s. (O’Neill, 1992) The summary of  the 
controversy in the London Guardian concluded :
The only consensus on the subject is that there will never be a consensus, 
if  only — in the words of  one historian — “because the British 
records have been pruned and culled to produce one view of  events”. 
(Rusbridger 1992)
This cautious if  faintly paranoid conclusion was lost in a shortened 
version of  the Guardian report which was put out by Reuters and 
carried by other newspapers around the world, including the South 
China Morning Post. The Reuters dispatch concluded:
The account has it that a 1940 report by his chiefs of  staff  told Churchill 
that no reinforcements to defend Hong Kong, Malaya and Singapore 
against Japan could be spared from Europe. Churchill kept this from 
Australia and New Zealand but sent a copy to his Far East Commander-
in-chief  ... aboard the liner Automedon. The ship was taken by the German 
surface raider Atlantis, in the Indian Ocean. Atlantis sailed to Japan where 
the British memo was given to the Japanese on orders from Adolf  Hitler. 
British agents knew the Automedon mail was in enemy hands but Australia 
was not told and continued reinforcing Singapore. The matter, according 
to the Guardian, came to light when Rusbridger found a Japanese signal 
to Berlin in Washington archives. He was told by Britain’s Foreign 
Office that the file on the matter was deemed not worth preserving. 
(Reuters 1992)
And this was the outline which became the media artefact — the 
loss of  the Automedon resulted in the Japanese knowing more about 
British policy than the Australians did, the Australians were induced 
to reinforce Singapore while the Japanese were encouraged to attack 
it, and the matter was only uncovered when the Washington archives 
were opened.1 This picture of  British perfidy and incompetence 
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allowed Australians to regard themselves as victims and had obvious 
resonance for those who wished to see a republic. It was, no doubt, 
consistent with the existing national myths about Australia’s military 
past. It has been noted that historical events can easily assume the role 
of  community myths, in which their truth is less important than their 
function in defining and illuminating the communal identity. This 
is particularly likely to happen where occasions of  great emotional 
importance are concerned (White 1997). Important military defeats 
are particularly potent because of  their immediate horrors and 
generally distressing consequences. The fall of  Singapore has a variety 
of  confusing connotations for Australians, because along with tales of  
heroism and suffering there have also been recurring suggestions that 
the Australian troops present did not, on this occasion, distinguish 
themselves (see Elphick 1995 p. 230 and chap 13). This would be less 
embarrassing if  it could be shown to be the result of  confused and 
uninspiring British leadership.
Still it is the job of  historians to sort the mythical from the factual 
as far as possible, and it seems on this occasion the historians were not 
very successful. Though they were willing to consider Rusbridger’s 
general line and conclusions — particularly whether they agreed with 
them — there was no disposition to consider the possibility that in his 
anxiety to write, as Steiner put it (1991), “a spectacular book” he had 
taken liberties with the facts. To these we now turn.
The chiefs of  staff  report
Churchill asked his chiefs of  staff  to report on the defensibility of  
Malaya, Singapore and Hong Kong at the end of  July 1940. The 
report was presented to the War Cabinet on August 8.
... it flatly stated that Britain was not in a position to resort to war if  
Japan attacked either French Indo-China or Siam, and the only course of  
action was to try and buy time with a deliberate policy of  appeasement. 
The report also made it quite clear that no reinforcements could be 
spared from the European theatre of  war, that the Royal Navy could 
not produce a Far East fleet, and that Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore 
and the Dutch East Indies were all indefensible in the face of  a Japanese 
attack. (Rusbridger and Vane 1991 p. 97) 
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Not all of  this should have come as a great surprise. France had 
fallen and the British Army had left its heavy equipment in Dunkirk. 
The Battle of  Britain was being fought as the report was written. 
If  lost, it would be followed by a seaborne invasion which would 
in effect have pitted the Royal Navy against the Luftwaffe as well 
as Hitler’s fleet. At best, Britain would stand alone against a hostile 
continent for the foreseeable future. At worst she would surrender. 
(see Reynolds 1985) Pre-war planning had, as Rusbridger puts it 
“always been predicated on the assumption that an adequate British 
fleet would arrive in Singapore within 70 days of  war with Japan” 
(Rusbridger 1992), but there was a further assumption behind that. 
The Defence Requirements Committee said in 1935:
A cardinal requirement of  our national and imperial security is that our 
foreign policy should be so conducted as to avoid the possibility of  
developing a situation in which we might be confronted simultaneously 
with the hostility, open or veiled, of  Japan in the Far East, Germany in 
the west, and any Power on the main lines of  communication between 
the two. (quoted in Watt 1975 p.100)
This last reference was to Italy. Italy had in fact entered the war 
in July 1940, and if  England fell out with Japan she would be in 
precisely the situation which the DRC had said she could not handle. 
The logical consequence of  this was that the only available Far East 
policies for the time being were bluff  or appeasement. There was talk 
of  a radical solution to Far East tensions: the imposition of  some 
sort of  peace treaty between China and Japan (Best 1995 p. 88 and 
122-3). Neither the Chinese nor the Americans were interested in 
this approach and nothing came of  it. Failing this, the only remaining 
option was to ensure, as Allan Brooke put it, that however war 
broke out “in every case the USA would not be left out” (Best 
1995 p. 191).
The implications of  Italian entry into the war were not kept 
from Australia. Only three days after the Italians invaded France, 
Menzies was told that:
In the event of  Japan also declaring war, it was admitted that it was 
“most unlikely that we could send adequate reinforcements to the Far 
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East”, and would “therefore have to rely on the USA to safeguard our 
interests there.” (Day 1988 p. 55)
More formal notice followed two weeks later:
On 28 June, Britain reiterated its message about the difficulties of  
dispatching a fleet to the Far East, this time in a cable from the 
Dominions Secretary to the Australian Government setting out the Allied 
naval weakness consequent on the fall of  France. It claimed that Britain 
had formerly been prepared to “abandon the Eastern Mediterranean 
and dispatch a fleet to the Far East, relying on the French fleet in the 
Mediterranean to contain the Italian fleet”, but that now she had to 
“retain in European waters sufficient naval forces to watch both the 
German and Italian fleets and we cannot do this and send a fleet to 
the Far East”(Day 1988 p. 55).
As far as local deficiencies were concerned, Australian leaders 
should have been well aware of  them. Day goes so far as to say 
that after the Far East defence conference in late 1940, held in 
Singapore, “the much vaunted naval base was shown to be a paper 
fortress” (Day 1988 p. 93).
One other point should perhaps be made about the chiefs of  staff  
report: it was only, and was only intended to be, a description of  
the circumstances at the time when it was written. At the time the 
war in Europe was real and the war in Asia a hypothesis. In the dire 
circumstances of  July 1940 the chiefs were quite right in regarding it 
as a distant hypothesis. It did not break out for another 18 months. 
During the interim, circumstances changed. Defences were improved, 
reinforcements were found, and even the Far East fleet materialised 
eventually. Thus the 1940 Army garrison of  nine battalions had 
increased to about 86,000 men at the time of  the Japanese invasion 
and some 130,000 by the final battle for Singapore. The Air Force 
complement of  90 aircraft was raised to a still inadequate 246. A 
week before Pearl Harbour, Singapore welcomed “Force Z” the 
Repulse, Prince of  Wales and destroyer escorts, though tragically not the 
aircraft carrier also intended (See Elphick 1995 chap 9). If  the report 
is interpreted as indicating that Singapore should be “abandoned” 
then it must also be said that this recommendation was not followed. 
Nor do the figures substantiate the claim that the fortress was 
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filled with unsuspecting Australians. Three days before the invasion 
the Malayan command sent a detailed return of  strengths to the 
Australian government. The proportion of  different nationalities 
at that time was 49 percent Indian, 25 percent British, 20 percent 
Australian and the remaining 6 percent other Asians (Elphick 1995, 
p. 185). The 36,000 troops who arrived after the invasion but before 
the surrender were all Indian or British.
The events on the Automedon
The best first-hand description of  the incident was published by 
Ulrich Mohr (Mohr 1955), who was the First Officer of  the Atlantis 
and led her boarding parties. When she was sunk by the cruiser 
Devonshire on November 22, 1941 Mohr and his captain, Bernhard 
Rogge, each took a copy of  the Atlantis’s War Diary on the perilous 
journey home, in the hope that at least one would get there to tell the 
story. In fact both Rogge and Mohr survived to produce post-war 
accounts of  the cruise of  the Atlantis. Rogge published “Schiff  
16”, Mohr “Atlantis”. Rusbridger notes the existence of  both 
books and adds in a sniffy footnote that “These concentrated on 
the buccaneering aspects of  the raiders’ exploits.” It appears that 
Rusbridger, possibly supposing both to be in German, read neither 
of  them. This is a pity. Mohr’s book was in fact written on an “as told 
to” basis with the English historian A.V. Sellwood. The Automedon 
incident occupies most of  Chapter 14 — “Top Secret”. Readers of  
this passage will find that it comprehensively refutes Rusbridger’s 
claim to have unearthed a long-kept secret. Everything is there — the 
capture of  the liner, the finding of  the chiefs of  staff  report (“our 
greatest prize”), its authorship and importance, and the fact that it 
was in due course passed to the Japanese. The only item missing 
is Rusbridger’s undocumented inference that Admiral Yamamoto 
was sufficiently encouraged by the memorandum to desist from his 
opposition to the Pearl Harbour operation. All the verifiable parts of  
Rusbridger’s account have been public knowledge for 40 years.
Mohr’s account also reveals that in one respect Rusbridger’s 
version could be considered misleading and unfair. Rusbridger states 
that when MI6 agents in Tokyo interviewed a former Atlantis prisoner 
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from another prize they established that “all the mail on Automedon 
had been seized before she had been sunk” (Rusbridger and Nave 
1991 p. 104). This was duly reported to London on December 
30 1940 so thereafter “London cannot have been in any doubt 
that the chiefs of  staff  report had also fallen into enemy hands.” 
Rusbridger evidently supposes that the chiefs of  staff  report was 
in the Automedon’s strong room with other secret mail.2 This was 
not the case.
The strong room contained, Mohr reported, “15 bags of  secret 
mail, including one hundredweight of  decoding tables, Fleet orders, 
gunnery instructions and (so-called) Naval Intelligence reports” 
(Mohr 1955 p. 127). Mohr also opened, as Rusbridger notes, the 
ship’s safe. It contained nothing but a cash box. The chiefs of  staff  
report was in neither of  these places. It was in the chart room, on 
the table. The arrangement for emergencies was that this particular 
item had an escort, Captain M.F.L. Evans, who in case of  the ship’s 
imminent capture was supposed to throw the document overboard.3 
It was in a weighted and perforated bag designed to sink. Clearly 
this procedure would hardly be feasible with the hundredweight of  
assorted secret material in the strong room, but the precious report 
could be kept in the chartroom where any officer on the bridge could 
in an emergency jettison it in a matter of  seconds. Unfortunately all 
the officers on the bridge were killed by a direct hit in the first salvo 
from Atlantis.4 Evans was knocked out and by the time he recovered 
consciousness the German boarding party were in control. Mohr 
burgled the strong room first and then spent a wasted hour on the 
safe, by which time the crew of  the Automedon had long been bundled 
off  the ship. So the position was that the Germans had clearly enjoyed 
ample opportunities to seize the contents of  the strong room. The 
fate of  the chiefs of  staff  report was another matter. Evans had 
suffered a traumatic concussion injury and such events are usually 
accompanied by some loss of  memory. He may well have been unable 
to say himself  whether he had disposed of  the papers in his charge 
or not. If  he had not done so, there remained other possibilities: they 
might have been jettisoned by another officer before the hit on the 
bridge, they might have been destroyed in the bombardment, they 
might simply have been overlooked by the German search party in 
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the shambles on the bridge. No doubt a prudent decision-maker 
would have taken on board the possibility that the Germans had been 
lucky, and we now know that this was what had happened. But to 
suggest that at the time “London cannot have been in any doubt” that 
the report was in Japanese hands is quite unwarranted. Rusbridger 
says that the matter was alluded in a German message from Tokyo 
to Berlin, and a Japanese summary travelling in the reverse direction. 
However he also records that the first message was not intercepted 
and the second was not decoded. (Rusbridger and Nave 1991 p. 
101) Knowing that Evans had survived, London had reasonable 
grounds for hoping that the report was at the bottom of  the 
Indian Ocean.
On a smaller point, Rusbridger wrong-foots all his readers by 
including the phrase “Rogge decided to suspend his raiding operations 
and get to Japan as fast as possible.” (Rusbridger and Nave 1991 p. 
100). Although all the subsequent newspaper stories supposed this 
to imply that the Atlantis and Rogge went to Japan this is not what 
happened. Indeed Rusbridger makes it clear in his next sentence that 
this is not what happened: the seized secret mail was transferred with 
some prisoners to the captured Norwegian tanker Ole Jacob, which 
took them to Japan. The Atlantis, as Rusbridger must have been 
perfectly aware, went elsewhere. (See Roskill 1954 p. 282.) This is not 
a vital matter and might be overlooked as a trivial piece of  reportorial 
carelessness, were it not for the way in which it tends to conceal one 
feature of  Rusbridger’s choice of  sources. His account of  events on 
the Atlantis is based largely on the war diaries of  the German Naval 
Attaché in Tokyo, Admiral Paul Wenneker.5 But Wenneker met only 
one officer from Atlantis, Paul Kamenz, who had captained the 
prize crew of  Ole Jacob and later took the originals of  the captured 
secret mail back to Berlin. Kamenz had not boarded the Automedon. 
So on the matter of  what actually happened on the doomed liner, 
Rusbridger’s preferred source is third-hand.
Anyone who looks at the matter carefully will find it difficult to 
resist the conclusion that Rusbridger, in this part of  his book at least, 
took dangerous liberties with the facts in his search for sensational 
conclusions. Some of  his facts are selected perversely and some 
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of  his conclusions are not borne out by the facts cited, or by facts 
available elsewhere. His claim to have uncovered a skeleton “lingering 
in some dusty cupboard” is grossly exaggerated.
Consequences and conclusions
The unstated motto of  journalism in a free society is “If  you say it, 
we’ll print it.” In the vast majority of  cases journalists are quite happy 
to print any statement, however outrageous, as long as a suitable 
source can be quoted as saying it (See for example Snoddy 1992 p. 65). 
Rusbridger’s book, coming as it did from an experienced author and 
a heavyweight publisher, clearly met news standards in this respect. 
Where a statement appears to be controversial or provocative the usual 
journalistic procedure, which may be intended for self-protection as 
much as to improve information quality, is to ask someone else to 
comment on it (Tuchman 1978 pp 82-3). While it is easy to be critical 
of  this arrangement it is also difficult to see an alternative. Journalists 
cannot be expected to be experts on all the subjects they may be 
asked to cover, and even if  they were experts would not have the 
time and library resources needed to make a serious assessment of  a 
lengthy and detailed history book.
Submitting a new idea to an “expert” for comment presents 
dangerous temptations for both parties. The reporter, unable to find 
someone who has actually read the book, will be tempted to invite 
comments on a bald summary supplied by him. This is not really fair 
to the author or the commentator, but conforms to the first rule of  
reporting, which is to get the story and get it now. Prudent sources will 
refuse to work on this basis, but historians are no less addicted than 
other people to getting their names in the newspapers. Experienced 
reporters have no difficulty in finding willing givers of  comment. If  
the comment is made — as it usually is — without a careful prior 
examination of  the new idea or the body of  thought supporting it, 
then it will be made on the basis of  whether the commentator 
agrees with the conclusions reached. He will, in practice, have 
little else to go on. This process will probably produce a variety of  
opinions. The journalist will absolve himself  from responsibility 
by printing them all.
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This is a harmless enough way of  filling newspapers when the 
matter concerned is of  little immediate moment. It may well stir 
unruly passions when applied to matters on which feelings still run 
strongly, like the surrender of  Singapore (Hunter 1994). Rusbridger’s 
book clearly enjoyed for a time an influence and importance which 
it may not have deserved, because of  its role in inflaming British-
Australian relations and supporting historical myths which could be 
interpreted as sanctioning republicanism. In the longer run a reaction 
seems to have set in. Australian historians questioned the traditional 
view of  their country’s pre-war policy as spineless and ill-informed 
(Ross 1995). Historians working in Singapore itself  decisively rejected 
the suggestion that Malaya had been written off  as indefensible in 
July 1941 (Farrell 1997). By this time the whole matter was of  course 
no longer of  interest to journalists. 
As a specimen of  the work of  two professions devoted to the 
propagation of  the truth this is not encouraging. Journalists who are 
anxious to regard themselves as “keepers of  the collective memory” 
(Chadwick 1996 p. 244) need to remember that there are as many 
unreliable sources about the contentious past as there are about the 
contentious present. It may be, as Wycliffe put it “that in the end 
truth will conquer” (Wycliffe 1381) but we can clearly expect the 
battle to be neither easy nor swift.
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Notes
1 The Reuters report was run virtually unchanged by all the newspapers 
which used it.
2 See for example the caption between pp.160 and 161 of  his book 
under the picture of  Automedon: “In the strong room the Germans 
found a horde of  secret intelligence documents, including the Chiefs 
of  Staff  report...”
3 Why this means of  getting the report to Singapore was adopted remains 
the enduring mystery of  the whole affair. The intended recipient, Air 
Chief  Marshal Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, was actually in England when 
it left, and could have brought it out himself. The usual means of  urgent 
travel between the UK and Singapore was by air. If  it had to go by sea, 
why by “a slow old tub like Automedon”, Mohr wondered. 
4 Mohr’s impression was that everyone on the bridge was killed. But 
Stanley Hugill, a professional shantyman and spinner of  nautical yarns, 
afterwards maintained that he was the helmsman at the time (see obituary 
in the Daily Telegraph 29 August, p. 15). Hugill would not in any case have 
known about the secret mail.
5 Published in English as The Price of  Admiralty, trans. and ed. by John 
Chapman, London: Saltire Press, 1984.
Professor Hamlett is Associate Professor in the Department of  
Journalism  at Hong Kong Baptist University; Ms See King-Tai 
is a graduate of  the department, now working as a reporter for 
Sing Tao Daily News.
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News media chronicle, July 
1999 to June 2000
Rod Kirkpatrick
The Australian Broadcasting Authority’s cash-for-comment inquiry into endorsement deals done between major institutions and talkback radio comperes grabbed centre stage during the 
year under review. The deals negotiated with Sydney radio talkback 
comperes John Laws and Alan Jones were central to the inquiry. The 
cross-media ownership laws continued to engage media proprietors 
and politicians in debate, especially when a forum such as the 
Productivity Commission inquiry into broadcasting was available. 
There was a changing of  the guard at the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation, with the departure of  one managing director, Brian 
Johns, and the arrival of  another, Jonathan Shier. The federal 
government stuck to the straight and narrow with its digital 
broadcasting legislation, passed at year’s end. The established 
commercial networks were given the go-ahead to move into high-
definition digital TV from 1 January, 2001. Would-be competitors 
had the door slammed in their faces. On the newspaper scene, it 
seems to be only a matter of  time until Sydney and Melbourne have 
free commuter newspapers inspired by the success of  Metro, a similar 
paper in London. The John Fairfax group was as close as a touch to 
launching one in May and held back only when News Ltd threatened 
to launch another in opposition.
Cross-media laws
Communications Minister Richard Alston declared in October 
that the government had gone through too much “pain and grief ” 
the last time it had tried to change the laws relating to cross-media 
ownership to make another attempt without the support of  Labor. 
The Hawke-Keating Labor government had introduced the rules in 
1987. They forbid any one proprietor from owning more than 15 
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percent of  both a newspaper and television station within any one 
metropolitan market. As Paul Keating put it, “You can either be a 
prince of  print or a queen of  the screen.” The laws kept bobbing up 
in debate during the year, because of  the Productivity Commission’s 
inquiry into broadcasting – examining whether the current laws 
restricted competition – and because of  an impending government 
decision on digital television. In November Rupert Murdoch warned 
that News Corporation had “more important and bigger priorities 
elsewhere in the world” if  the Howard government continued to lock 
it out of  the digital television revolution.
The Productivity Commission presented a draft report in October 
and its final report in April. The commission said the cross-media 
laws were becoming increasingly irrelevant and should be abolished 
but any merger between radio, television or newspaper groups must 
be weighed up in the public interest. The Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission, not the Australian Broadcasting Authority 
as at present, should be the body to make such decisions. The 
Productivity Commission also recommended:
• Removing country residents’ period of  grace in switching 
over to digital television.
• Relaxing the government’s planned restrictions on datacasting.
• Lifting restrictions on foreign investment and ending the ban 
on new commercial television stations before allowing open 
slather on ownership.
A Senate select committee recommended in April that a statutory 
authority be established to oversee the handling of  public complaints 
against the print, radio, television and electronic media. Coalition 
members of  the committee called on the government to support 
their recommendation, with committee chair Jeannie Ferris, a 
former country newspaper editor, saying the commission could act 
as a “one-stop shop” to help people complain about intrusive or 
unethical practices by newspaper, television or radio journalists. 
Labor committee members did not support the proposal, which the 
Australian Press Council described as “very silly”.
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ABC
Brian Johns’s five-year tenure as managing director of  the ABC 
ceased on 16 March, and Jonathan Shier’s appointment began the next 
day. Johns, a former Sydney Morning Herald political correspondent 
who later became a book publisher and chief  executive of  SBS, 
accused both Coalition and Labor governments of  failing to support 
the ABC. He nominated his proudest achievement at the ABC as 
having defeated the Keating government’s attempt to demand a 
$12 million annual efficiency payment. Another highlight had been 
the $67.5 million deal he had negotiated with Telstra for it to buy 
ABC content for Telstra’s online and broadband services. [This deal 
collapsed in June when new chief  Jonathan Shier tried to renegotiate 
key terms.] In the final weeks of  his administration, Johns was 
confronted with a request from the government for the ABC to 
enter an unprecedented programming and performance-related 
“agreement” as part of  the independent national broadcaster’s new 
triennial funding arrangements. Within days Johns released a public 
opinion survey that he said demonstrated overwhelmingly the ABC’s 
quality and impartiality, and justified its argument for increased 
funding. “The most important arbiters − the Australian public − are 
satisfied with the ABC’s performance,” Johns said.
Shier, “an unknown Australian expatriate with little public 
broadcasting experience”, was chosen to replace Johns in what the 
Australian called “a bold effort to propel the broadcaster into the 
digital media age”. His experience in England and Scandinavia in the 
new frontier of  digital technology is understood to have been the 
key to his winning the position. Before his appointment, he was head 
of  Europe’s TV3. ABC chair Donald McDonald said Shier, aged 52, 
would bring “new ideas, different energies, different perspectives” 
to what had always been considered one of  the toughest jobs in the 
country. ABC TV journalist-producer and whistleblower John Millard 
noted that the three-page announcement about Shier’s appointment, 
issued by McDonald, made no mention of  “public broadcasting”, 
“independence” or “editorial integrity”.
In May Shier told a Senate Budget estimates committee that the 
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ABC would aggressively seek new commercial opportunities similar 
to the [doomed] $67.5 million Telstra deal and could not rely solely on 
government funding. He criticised a range of  government decisions 
on the ABC, including the Budget’s rejection of  new digital TV 
funding and its digital TV legislation. He categorically ruled out 
advertising on the ABC’s “core services” of  radio and TV and said 
he did not believe the ABC should sell advertising on its Internet 
site. The sale of  content for TV, the Internet and other media, as well 
as e-commerce and other retailing activities, would be increasingly 
important during his term as managing director, Shier said.
In June Shier, after refusing media interviews for three months, 
presented his so-called grand plan for the ABC. Addressing staff, he 
described the ABC as “the most undermarketed organisation” that 
he knew and set it on a course to improve dramatically its ratings. He 
foreshadowed an overhaul of  the news line-up, which was expected 
to mean the demise of  The 7.30 Report. The ABC needed to increase 
its audience and attract more “light” viewers before it could expect 
to win more funding from Canberra. He floated the possibility 
of  a return to licence fees as one solution to the ABC’s financial 
problems.
Within six weeks of  Shier’s arrival, an exodus of  senior executives 
had begun. Hugh McGowan, who had been the fourth-ranking ABC 
executive for five years, resigned on 29 April, offended at being 
subjected to a five-hour psychological test if  he were to be promoted 
from programmer to head of  television. McGowan had worked 
in senior positions at Nine, Ten and Seven and was regarded as a 
creative genius. At the end of  May, it was announced that Andrew 
Lloyd James, a former acting managing director of  the ABC and one 
of  the most respected public-broadcasting executives in Australia, 
would be made redundant in five weeks. In June Shier removed 
director of  news and current affairs Paul Williams, director of  
corporate strategy Julianne Schultz, transmission head Ian McGarrity, 
TV head Ron Saunders, marketing head Pat Heaslip and audience 
research head Sandra Hart. Current affairs head Lindy Magoffin found 
her position abolished. Shier announced the following appointments: 
Gail Jarvis, 46, the series producer of  a commercial infotainment 
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program, The Great Outdoors, became head of  television; Sue Howard, 
head of  regional radio, became director of  radio; Lynley Marshall, a 
New Zealand-based e-commerce and new media executive, became 
director of  the ABC online unit; and Max Uechtritz, the ABC 
News’s European correspondent, became director of  news and 
current affairs.
In August three new members were appointed to the ABC’s board: 
Professor Judith Sloan, an economist and the chair of  labour studies 
at Flinders University, Adelaide; Ross McLean, former Liberal MP, 
an economist and the West Australian Chamber of  Commerce and 
Industry deputy chief  executive; and John Gallagher, a Brisbane 
barrister and former director of  Mackay Television. In May Ian 
Henschke, a rural TV reporter, replaced Kirsten Garrett as the elected 
staff  representative on the board.
The ABC was told in June by Australia Television, the satellite 
service it once owned, that it no longer wanted the ABC’s news 
and current affairs line-up. As a result, the ABC nightly news, Four 
Corners, Australian Story and Foreign Correspondent will disappear from 
the Asia-Pacific region. The decision came weeks after the federal 
government announced the sale to a Christian group of  the ABC’s 
former shortwave radio transmitter at Cox Peninsula, near Darwin. 
The sale, resulting from a 1997 decision by the government and 
the ABC to wind back Radio Australia on cost grounds, left the 
ABC struggling to ensure that its service could be heard in East 
Timor and Indonesia.
Lateline, the late-night ABC current affairs program with an 
extended interview format − described by former host, Maxine 
McKew, as the “caviar of  television” − was axed by the ABC at 
the end of  1999. Well, the format was. Replacing it in March was 
a new mid-evening news service, carrying the Lateline name, but 
hosted by three former foreign correspondents, Sally Neighbour, 
Chris Clark and Tony Jones.
ABC broadcasters face tougher disclosure rules after an internal 
inquiry found radio presenter Paul Thompson breached editorial 
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policy by interviewing a mining executive whom he had trained 
in media skills.
The ABC has discontinued multi-casting news bulletins in 
RealAudio format because it cannot afford to buy a licence to 
serve the content.
Paul Barry, a former host of  Seven’s failed current affairs program, 
Witness, replaced Richard Ackland as host of  ABC TV’s Media Watch 
from February. Ackland had served as host for two years. After 
allegations of  a conflict of  interest, Barry disclosed that he is paid 
$100,000 a year by Fairfax newspapers to write investigative articles 
for them. He denied he would treat Fairfax newspapers leniently in 
Media Watch because of  his contract with the papers. Ackland himself  
had written a column for the Sydney Morning Herald throughout his 
Media Watch tenure.
Fairfax
In June John Fairfax Holdings redesigned the higher tiers of  its 
Sydney editorial executive staff  as it prepared for a redesign of  its 
flagship newspaper, the Sydney Morning Herald. It appointed separate 
managing editors for the weekday and Saturday issues of  the Herald: 
former national affairs editor Marian Wilkinson, who had been 
covering the coup in Fiji, became managing editor of  the weekday 
paper; and Mark Scott, former deputy editor (news), was appointed 
to the Saturday managing editorship. Max Prisk, a former editor, 
became deputy editor (news). Philip McLean, deputy editor of  the 
Sun-Herald since April 1999, became the editor. Alan Revell, former 
editor-in-chief  of  the Sun-Herald, shifted to Fairfax’s rapidly expanding 
online division, F2. At The Age, John Allan, advertising director, and 
Michael Gawenda, editor, had associate publisher duties added to 
their roles from April. Malcolm Schmidtke, a former editor of  the 
Australian, was appointed managing editor of  The Age.
Since September Fairfax has significantly reduced the cost of  
distributing the interstate editions of  its Sydney and Melbourne 
Sunday papers. Instead of  air-freighting the papers from Sydney and 
Melbourne, Fairfax prints editions of  the Sunday Age at its Chullora 
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plant in Sydney (for NSW, ACT and Queensland), and the Sun-Herald 
at the Spencer Street plant in Melbourne (for Victoria, Tasmania and 
South Australia). The Sun-Herald continues to print a Queensland 
edition at Rural Press Ltd’s Ormiston plant in Brisbane.
In September Fairfax decided not to float off  its Internet 
operations, grouped under F2. CEO Fred Hilmer said the company 
would maintain 100 percent ownership of  F2, but would create a 
separate legal structure and had agreed to spend between $100 million 
and $150 million on developing it. Fairfax appointed its general 
manager of  business development and online services, Nigel Dews, 
as chief  executive officer of  F2. At the time Fairfax was reporting 
180,000 visits to its Websites daily. In January F2 forged an alliance 
with Amazon.com, the world’s largest electronic retailer. Fairfax 
decided in May against proceeding with a $40 million stake in eisa’s 
$325 million purchase of  Ozemail’s retail Internet business.
Fairfax CEO Fred Hilmer campaigned throughout the year for 
access to the digital broadcast spectrum. He wanted Australia’s 
cross-media ownership rules changed so that Fairfax could consider 
buying a television network.
In March Fairfax announced it would spend $70 million on 
expanding plant and printing operations at its already-stretched plant 
at Chullora in Sydney’s south-west. It would take up to two years to 
add a new printing press, but it would add 15 percent to the plant’s 
capacity. Commissioned in 1995, Chullora was forced consistently 
to operate beyond design capacity to produce Saturday editions 
of  the Sydney Morning Herald and Australian Financial Review. The 
large production run had led Fairfax to print the main section of  
Saturday’s edition of  the Illawarra Mercury at Condell Park on the 
Fairfax Community Newspapers press and the Weekender section 
on the Bankstown Torch press.
For the full financial year, Fairfax reported a net profit of  $185.75 
million, up 3 percent. Stripped of  the abnormal items, net profit rose 
25 percent to $168.7 million, even though tax rose 65 percent to $92 
million as Fairfax started paying at the full corporate rate. The result 
included a $40.7 million loss from Internet subsidiary f2.
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Murdoch
News Corporation chair and chief  executive Rupert Murdoch was 
diagnosed with prostate cancer in April, but his doctors expected him 
to make a full recovery after radiotherapy. Murdoch had no intention 
of  changing his work schedule, but he did sell, around that time, 1.97 
million ordinary shares in News Corp for $49 million. By December 
booming sharemarkets had added $5 billion to the Murdoch family’s 
wealth, taking it to $17.5 billion. In July, Murdoch anointed his 
successor, and his name was not Murdoch. His son, first Lachlan, is 
the frontrunner amongst his children, but is more likely to be chair 
in the short term, with News Corp president and Twentieth Century 
Fox CEO Peter Chernin running News Corp on a day to day basis 
in the event of  Rupert Murdoch’s death. All three children “have 
to prove themselves first”, Murdoch said. He finished the year 
under review by launching the world’s biggest media float, with the 
much-touted global satellite operation, Sky Global Networks, to go 
to the market by December 2000. News Corp reported a 77 percent 
jump in bottom-line profit to $1.9 billion for the financial year, 
buoyed by an abnormal gain of  $662 million mainly from the sale 
of  its shares in Echostar and Ansett Australia. The profit was struck 
on sales revenue of  $22.4 billion. The newspaper division generated 
record revenues, up 8 percent to $1.45 billion.
In a speech at the National Press Club in Washington in September, 
Lachlan Murdoch criticised the handling of  Australia’s republic 
referendum, and, indirectly, the Prime Minister John Howard, and 
praised the leadership of  the pro-republic Peter Costello, Howard’s 
Treasurer. In November, Rupert Murdoch said Australia would lose 
international “self-respect” if  it rejected the republic proposal.
Secret papers, released in Britain showed that Rupert Murdoch 
was “firmly in the saddle” at The News in Adelaide when the paper 
agreed to help keep the lid on a spy scandal involving a major security 
lapse at the Woomera rocket base. The scandal involved an RAF 
trainee selling secrets to the communists in 1958 about guided missile 
trials being jointly conducted at the South Australian base. The papers 
show that both the Australian and British Prime Ministers of  the 
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time, Robert Menzies and Harold Macmillan, had been terrified that 
the Americans would learn of  the breach, and wanted the matter 
hushed up. The News got hold of  the story when the suspected spy 
escaped from military custody. Menzies intervened by approaching the 
editor with “an appeal to his patriotism”. The editor was the left-wing 
Rohan Rivett, and various sources indicate that Murdoch, rather than 
Rivett, would have had the final say on whether to publish.
In November, chief  operating officer Peter Chernin said News 
Corp would focus on developing its Australian newspapers and 
expanding them on to the Internet. He ruled out a switch into 
television in Australia at the expense of  print. Speaking in November 
at the annual meeting of  News Corp in Adelaide, Rupert Murdoch 
said Internet services were “the absolute key” to the future of  the 
company. The media group was developing a range of  strategies 
to “leverage our strengths” in the media to Internet delivery. He 
foreshadowed some “limited” floats of  online businesses over the 
next two years. News Ltd will realise $700 million from the sale of  its 
stake in Ansett Australia airlines to Air New Zealand.
Packer
In a year when rubies − said to have a potential value of  up to 
$460 million − were found on Kerry Packer’s Hunter Valley property, 
the media magnate and business billionaire again topped Business 
Review Weekly’s annual Top 200 Rich List. Packer’s fortune rose by 
$1.8 billion to $8.2 billion. Second on the list was property and 
shopping-centre investor Frank Lowy ($2.8 billion).
Publishing & Broadcasting Ltd paid $70 million to acquire a half  
share of  pay TV sports channel, Fox Sports, from News Ltd.
James Packer, 32, married Jodie Meares, 27, a model, on 23 
October 1999 at a private ceremony held within the Packer compound 
at Bellevue Hill, Sydney. The reception was reported to have cost $10 
million, but even this amount did not buy good weather.
Kerry Packer’s private company, Consolidated Press Holdings, 
148                    Australian Studies in Journalism                                  News Media Chronicle 149
bought $20 million worth of  prime biotechnology scrip in various 
companies.
Kerry Packer had surgery in July to clear major arteries to his 
heart. He is reported to have had three stents implanted to prevent 
the arteries narrowing.
The Packers and current and politicians became embroiled in 
slanging matches after the Nine Network’s 60 Minutes had run a 
segment, presented by Paul Lyneham, on a former Prime Minister, 
Paul Keating, and his piggeries. The climax of  the verbal duel came in 
November when Mark Latham told the House of  Representatives:
The 60 Minutes program has once again shown itself  unfit to broadcast 
current affairs in this country. It is unable to separate its editorial policy 
from the commercial interests of  its owner. Its segment three Sundays 
ago covering digital TV was a disgrace to the notion of  journalistic 
independence … Channel 9 is a shameless mouthpiece for the pecuniary 
views of  the Packer organization and, in particular, for its vendetta 
against Mr Paul Keating. This was evident once again early last month. 
On October 4 James Packer said Mr Keating should either sue the Packer 
family or put their feud aside. The next night, in a loaded segment on 
the Nightline program, Paul Lyneham, as is his style, parroted the Packer 
view, arguing that Keating has not sued. It is absurd for Channel 9 to 
argue Mr Keating needs to take the civil remedy of  defamation to prove 
the point. This has never been a standard the Packer family applies to 
itself. The next time James Packer and his parrot, Paul Lyneham, engage 
in such an argument, they might like to think of  this: if  defamation 
proceedings are needed to prove one’s innocence, then Frank Packer 
[James Packer’s grandfather] would have been guilty of  tax fraud in the 
matters raised in Newton’s case in 1957; or, by such a standard, Clyde 
[James’s uncle] and Kerry Packer [his father] would have been guilty of  
break and enter in their notorious occupation of  the Anglican Press 
building in June 1960; or, by such a standard, Kerry Packer would have 
been guilty of  tax fraud numerous times in the 1980s … He has had 
more tax schemes than I have had hot lunches. Then again, the Packers 
have never been keen on paying their fair share of  tax, any more than 
they have been keen on facing up to their share of  market competition 
in the TV industry.
Two books on aspects of  the Packer family’s media interests were 
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published during the year: one historical, Bridget Griffen-Foley’s The 
House of  Packer: The Making of  a Media Empire (Allen & Unwin), and 
one anecdotal, Gerald Stone’s Compulsive Viewing: The Inside Story of  
Packer’s Nine Network (Viking). Griffen-Foley’s is a painstaking 
effort, produced despite denial of  access to internal and corporate 
Packer company records. Stone’s book arises from his 15 years 
of  working for Nine as a journalist and, ultimately, as executive 
producer of  60 Minutes.
Kerry Packer’s private companies continued to battle with the 
Australian Taxation Office in the courts. The Tax Office had a victory 
in September when the full bench of  the federal Court ruled that 
one of  the companies had engaged in a tax avoidance scheme. But in 
May the High Court gave leave to both parties to appeal parts of  the 
Federal Court decision, related to 1988-1992 tax assessments.
Strong performances by the Nine Network and Melbourne’s 
Crown Casino underpinned a record profit for Kerry Packer’s public 
company, Publishing & Broadcasting Ltd. PBL delivered an 86 percent 
jump in full-year net profit to 30 June to $324 million.
Newspapers
It is only a matter of  time, it seems, until Sydney and Melbourne 
have free commuter newspapers inspired by the success of  Metro, a 
similar paper in London. The John Fairfax group was as close as a 
touch to launching one, the Express, on 15 May. Deborah Light, a 
former Fairfax journalist, broke the story in The Bulletin on 3 May (in 
its issue dated 9 May). When News Ltd learned of  the Fairfax plans, 
it geared up to launch a competitor. Next thing Fairfax suggested a 
joint venture. And then Fairfax abandoned its plans for the Express 
because “competitive reaction” made such a product unviable. News 
Ltd responded by “shelving its product, killing of  what loomed as 
a revolution in newspaper publishing”. A day later businessman 
Dick Smith pledged $2 million of  his own money to help launch 
an afternoon newspaper for Sydney commuters. He hoped to raise 
between $10 million and $20 million to launch the paper. The 
undeclared war is summarised chronologically as follows:
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3 May – John Fairfax is planning its first assault on the afternoon newspaper 
market in a decade with the launch of  a free tabloid or the Sydney and 
Melbourne commuter markets.
4 May – News Limited is gearing up to launch a free tabloid daily in the 
Sydney and Melbourne commuter markets should rival John Fairfax proceed 
with plans for a similar newspaper.
9 May – A compromise may be near in the undeclared “commuter 
newspaper” war between John Fairfax and News Ltd, with Fairfax suggesting 
a joint venture between the two companies may be possible.
11 May – A launch of  free commuter newspapers is abandoned. John Fairfax 
concedes “competitive reaction” makes its product not viable.
12 May – Dick Smith pledges $2 million to help launch a Sydney afternoon 
commuter newspaper.
Newspapers, joining the multitude of  people and organisations 
that regarded 1 January 2000 as the beginning of  the third millennium 
and the 21st century, published special millennial or century issues 
leading up to or on the date of  the change. For example, Queensland 
Newspapers published a 12-part magazine, “Century”, in the Sunday 
Mail and Courier-Mail on successive days. They traversed “all that 
has made people laugh, cry and gasp in disbelief ” during the 20th 
century, with 208 pages, 100,000 words, 950 pictures and 1,750 
timeline entries.
News Ltd., John Fairfax Holdings and West Australian Newspapers 
entered into an alliance with Australian Associated Press to set up 
NewsCast, a single online service for business users. NewsCast 
combined the agency’s 24-hour news wire with content from 
mastheads of  the three newspaper groups. The mastheads included 
Fairfax’s Australian Financial Review, Sydney Morning Herald and Age; 
News Ltd’s flagship the Australian, Daily Telegraph, and Courier-Mail; 
and WAN’s West Australian. This meant that, as well as receiving 
up-to-the-minute coverage of  breaking news, corporate affairs and 
other issues, senior managers could assess how Australia’s main media 
were projecting the news and interpreting events.
Alan Oakley, a former editor of  Melbourne’s Herald Sun and 
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Sydney’s Sunday Telegraph, was appointed editor of  Fairfax’s Newcastle 
Herald after the abrupt departure of  John McCluskey at the end 
of  1999.
Cratis Hippocrates, the former head of  journalism at the 
Queensland University of  technology, Brisbane, was appointed group 
editorial training manager at John Fairfax Publications.
The Sunday edition of  the Canberra Times presented itself  as a 
tabloid with a new masthead, Canberra Sunday Times, with a heavy 
typographic emphasis on Sunday Times, on 7 May. The paper has its 
own editor, Michael Stevens, formerly of  the Examiner, Launceston, 
part of  the Rural Press Ltd chain. The weekday Canberra Times 
remained a broadsheet.
The Australian Financial Review, both weekday and weekend, 
continued to outperform other major newspapers in circulation. For 
the six months to 30 June, weekday circulation was up 6.04 percent 
(5,556 copies) on the same period in 1999 and weekend, up 15.69 
percent (13,338). No other national or metropolitan daily or Sunday 
paper could claim an increase of  more than 2 percent. The next 
best were The Age, weekday edition, up 1.8 percent, and the Northern 
Territory News, Saturday edition, 1.7 percent. Significant falls were the 
Saturday editions on the Sydney Morning Herald (2.9 percent) and 
The Age (3.0 percent) and the weekday edition of  the Daily Telegraph 
(4.1 percent). Among the regional dailies, steady declines were the 
feature, but the Newcastle Herald, a tabloid since July 1998, continued 
its impressive reversal of  form. After increasing its circulation by 
5,912 (13.3 percent) in 1998-99, it jumped another 2,400 (4.8 percent) 
in 1999-2000. The circulation of  another recently tabloided paper, the 
Bendigo Advertiser, flattened out − an increase of  only 88 sales − after 
jumping by 333 the previous year. The Gold Coast Bulletin increased 
by 1,537 (3.6 percent) after a moderate gain of  365 the previous 
year. Albury-Wodonga’s Border Mail jumped 613 (2.3 percent) to 
26,790 after falling by 205 the previous year. The smallest circulation 
of  the audited dailies is the North-West Star, Mount Isa, with 4,019 
(down 149).
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Table 1: Newspaper circulations
Newspaper Six months to Six months to Change
 30/6/2000  30/6/1999 %*
Australian (M-F) 132,595 131,097 + 1.1
Australian (Sat.) 304,038 310,394 − 2.0
AFR (M-F)  97,556   92,000 + 6.0
AFR (Sat.)  98,338   85,000 + 15.7
Daily Telegraph (M-F) 414,365 432,105 − 4.1
Daily Telegraph (Sat.) 346,887 354,219 − 2.1
SMH (M-F) 231,518 233,500 − 0.8
SMH (Sat.) 393,699 405,500 − 2.9
Sun-Herald 584,000 600,000 − 0.3
Sunday Telegraph 718,536 720,505 − 2.7
Herald-Sun (M-F) 551,350 560,887 − 1.7
Herald-Sun (Sat.) 512,318 521,417 − 1.7
Age (M-F) 199,199 195,599 + 1.8
Age (Sat.) 330,247 340,577 − 3.0
Sunday Herald-Sun 537,400 534,100 + 0.6
Sunday Age 196,234 197,175 − 0.5
Courier-Mail (M-F) 218,963 218,900 Negligible
Courier-Mail (Sat.) 341,472 342,500 − 0.3
Sunday Mail (Qld) 589,765 591,300 − 0.3
Advertiser (M-F) 206.758 209,122 − 1.1
Advertiser (Sat.) 275,861 277,448 − 0.6
Sunday Mail (SA) 347,157 348,367 − 0.3
West Australian (M-F) 217,008 221,282 − 1.9
West Australian (Sat.) 388,290 389,810  0.4
Sunday Times (WA) 344,169 344,149 Negligible
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Mercury (M-F) 50,504 50,802 − 0.6
Mercury (Sat.) 64,919 64,572 + 0.5
Sunday Tasmanian 57,257 57,249 Negligible
Sunday Examiner 42,032 42,571 − 1.3
Canberra Times (M-F) 38,987 39,678 − 1.7
Canberra Times (Sat.) 70,558 71,254 − 1.0
Canberra Times (Sun.) 37,095 37,450 − 0.9
Northern Territory News (M-F) 23,103 23,109 Negligible
Northern Territory News (Sat.) 31,882 31,364 + 1.7
Sunday Territorian 25,459 25,967 − 2.0
In other newspaper news:
• In July, News Ltd’s new Perth printing plant was inaugurated, 
completing replacement of  the company’s printing plants in 
all State capitals; inauguration of  full colour of  Perth Sunday 
Times (25 July); inauguration of  full colour of  Perth edition of  
the Australian (completing colour printing in all editions) and 
page of  local news in Perth edition.
• In August, the printing of  the Illawarra Mercury, Wollongong, 
was transferred to Fairfax plant at Chullora, Sydney, and 
APN News & Media Ltd acquired the Gympie Times from 
Rural Press Ltd.
• In September, the Sunday Age was redesigned and a national 
edition, printed at Fairfax plant at Chullora, Sydney, was 
inaugurated.
• On 1 November, separate rural and national editions of  the 
Age began with marketing of  the national edition in Adelaide 
(sale at Victorian price of  $1, and home delivery).
• For five days in November the Sydney Daily Telegraph ran a 
circulation promotion featuring a nominal daily price of  20¢ 
and daily historic photographs supplements.
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• At the end of  January the West Australian established an Internet 
presence (www.thewest.com.au), the last major metropolitan 
paper to do so.
• Fairfax announced a $70 million expansion for its Chullora 
printing plant in Sydney’s south-west because the plant was 
forced consistently to operate beyond design capacity to 
produce Saturday editions of  the Sydney Morning Herald and 
Australian Financial Review.
• On 7 May, the Canberra Times’s Sunday edition became the 
Sunday Times and converted from broadsheet to tabloid.
Magazines
PMP Communications Ltd announced in June its long-awaited 
Internet strategy, aimed at unlocking value in magazines such as New 
Idea, That’s Life and TV Week. PMP’s Pacific Publications struck a 
50/50 joint-venture deal with Imagination Entertainment to develop 
e-commerce businesses and new media assets. In February PMP 
announced plans to cut up to $20 million from its cost base after its 
first-half  interim net profit had dropped nearly 10 percent.
Eric Beecher launched The Eye as an intellectual fortnightly news 
magazine in October but it closed with Vol 2, No. 7 on 20 April, an 
82-page issue that carried only nine pages of  advertisements. It was 
believed to be selling fewer than 20,000 copies an issue, and possibly 
as few as 10,000, well below its target of  100,000.
The closure of  the Australian edition of  Playboy was announced in 
February, 21 years after it had begun publishing on licence from the 
American Playboy. The first Australian issue, in February 1979, sold 
nearly 200,000 copies. By 1996 circulation had fallen to 36,000.
Only six of  the magazines featuring in the top 20 circulations (for 
magazines appearing weekly or monthly) at 30 June 2000 increased 
their circulation during the year and only one, Take 5, attained a 
significant increase (30,738, or 16.3 percent). It jumped from 12th to 
ninth in the list. Two leading magazines, Woman’s Day and New Idea, 
recorded significant falls of  7.2 percent and 7.6 percent, respectively. 
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Reader’s Digest, with circulation remaining fairly static, crept into third 
place, ahead of  New Idea. Australian Family Circle lost 17.1 percent 
and TV Hits, which fell from 14th to 20th, lost 26.8 percent. The 
Bulletin increased circulation by 3,869 to 82,484 during the year, but 
remains well outside the top 20.
Table 2: Top 20 magazines by circulation
Magazine title Six months Six months Change
 to 30/6/2000 to 30/6/1999 %
1. Australian Women’s Weekly 751,878 759,010 – 0.9
2. Woman’s Day 608,779 655,900 – 7.2
3. Reader’s Digest 470,922 471,259 – 0.1
4. New Idea 440,554 476,544 – 7.6
5. That’s Life 431,160 440,621 – 2.1
6. Better Homes and Gardens 313,214 314,021 – 0.3
7. TV Week 281,197 301,748 – 6.8
8. Cosmopolitan 228,218 223,991 + 1.9
9. Take 5 219,428 188,690 + 16.3
10. Cleo 208,690 206,427 + 1.1
11. Who Weekly 202,969 205,796 – 1.4
12. Dolly 196,820 195,578 + 0.6
13. Australian Good Taste 171,568 170,183 + 0.8
14. For Me 163,360 168,068 – 2.8
15. Australian Family Circle 155,052 187,130 – 17.1
16. NW (New Weekly) 152,972 150,656 + 1.5
17. Girlfriend 152,913 158,426 – 3.5
18. Australia’s Parents* 152,703 170,526 – 10.5
19. Time 140,867 141,266 – 0.3
20. TV Hits 136,737 186,882 – 26.8
* Not listed in the June 1999 ABC figures.
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Other publishers
APN News & Media Ltd began moving in August to increase its 
exposure to the burgeoning Internet sector by taking a 15 percent 
stake in business-to-business company, PeakHour. APN decided 
against floating its new-media division separately. Chief  executive 
Cameron O’Reilly announced in October that he would depart the 
company on 30 June and would be replaced by finance director 
Vincent Crowley. O’Reilly became chief  executive in 1996 after four 
years as deputy to John Reynolds. He left to pursue several private 
business interests in Europe. O’Reilly, one of  the six sons of  Dr Tony 
O’Reilly, the principal of  Independent Newspapers plc of  Ireland (a 
41 percent stakeholder in APN), denied his departure was connected 
with an alleged sibling succession rift with brother Gavin. On 
his departure, Cameron O’Reilly attached Australia’s restrictions 
on foreign ownership of  media companies. He said there was 
more risk of  a local owner interfering in domestic politics than 
a foreign owner.
APN’s calendar year net profits jumped 20 percent to $42.4 million 
after the company’s outdoor advertising division had increased its 
profits by 51 percent and the newspapers and radio network had 
lifted theirs by 11 percent.
A $3.7 million abnormal gain from the sale of  the Gympie Times 
and associated publications helped Rural Press Ltd lift its interim 
net profit for the first half-year by 34.5 percent to $28.33 million. 
For the full year, Rural Press reported a net profit of  $55.7 million, 
33.6 percent higher than the previous year. The company’s Australian 
earnings before tax climbed to $89.9 million, $15 million up on 
the previous year.
Pay TV
Bob Mansfield, former chief  executive officer of  Optus, was 
appointed chair of  Telstra in August. Mansfield had taken on three 
major government assignments since the board of  John Fairfax 
Holdings asked for his resignation in April 1996 as chief  executive 
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after only five months. He conducted an inquiry into the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation in 1996 became major projects facilitator 
in the Prime Minister’s Office in March 1997, and was appointed the 
government’s strategic investment coordinator nine months later.
In the first official subscription television ratings, released in 
August, pay TV was shown to have captured 7.3 percent of  total 
television viewing. People with pay TV spent 46 percent of  their 
viewing time watching pay TV.
Foxtel’s bid to retain exclusive access to Telstra Corp’s extensive 
cable network suffered a major blow in May when the Federal Court 
ruled against Foxtel. The decision brought rival media groups, such as 
the Seven Network, closer to gaining access to the Telstra cable. The 
court upheld rulings by the Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission, which had declared pay TV “carriage services” open 
to Foxtel’s rivals. Foxtel challenged the declaration and instituted the 
court action. Foxtel was expected to appeal.
Pay TV operator Austar United Communications pledged it would 
plough money into providing high-speed Internet services to the 
bush after opening on the share market in July 20 percent higher 
than its $4.70 listing price. Six weeks later Austar announced plans 
to forge closer links with Bill Gates’ Microsoft and John Malone’s 
Liberty Media.
Cable & Wireless Optus announced in May a full-year profit of  
$264.5 million following a 29 percent jump in revenue to more than 
$4 billion. Last year the company lost $9.6 million.
Television
Only eight months into his three-year contract as chief  executive 
of  the Seven Network, Julian Mounter agreed to resign because of  
“irreconcilable differences” with chair Kerry Stokes. Stokes shifted 
from Perth to Sydney to become executive chair until at least after 
the Olympic Games in September 2000. The network had been 
reeling from a plunge in its share prices and dwindling profits. Stokes 
immediately announced massive cost-cutting and job losses. One of  
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the first to go was Peter Manning, director of  corporate affairs and 
planning and a former senior current affairs executive with the ABC. 
The aim was to cut jobs by 83 – 38 in Perth, 23 in Melbourne, 
12 in Brisbane and 10 in Sydney. Voluntary redundancies were 
sought. Seven announced a full-year net profit of  $85.3 million, 
an increase of  54 percent. It delivered better earnings growth than 
the Nine Network.
At year’s end, federal Parliament cleared the way for high-definition 
digital television to begin in Australian on 1 January 2001. Digital 
television gives sharper, clearer pictures and CD-quality sound. The 
existing commercial networks will operate the services, and the ABC 
will be given an extra channel, but will be unable to run movies, 
sport, drama and national news on it. Multi-channelling will not be 
available to the commercial networks until at least 2004, and they 
have accepted strict guidelines for the so-called datacasting or web 
TV services they will be able to provide to ensure that no other 
competitor enters the public airwaves. By contrast, Australia’s pay 
TV companies – Foxtel, Optus Television and Austar – face no such 
restrictions as they move to the digital environment.
Radio
“Cash for comment” put radio squarely in the headlines during 
the year under review. The deal that captured most attention was 
one between the bankers and John Laws. The Australian Bankers’ 
Association paid Laws $1.3 million to present a favourable image of  
banks, in contrast to the decidedly negative image Laws had been 
presenting. Exposure of  the deal on ABC-TV’s Media Watch led the 
Australian Broadcasting to conduct an inquiry into allegations that 
Sydney radio personalities, John Laws and Alan Jones, both employed 
by 2UE, had accepted cash for editorial comment from a wide range 
of  sources. Other broadcasters, such as Jeremy Cordeaux of  Adelaide 
and Howard Sattler of  Perth, were also investigated as the terms 
of  reference of  the inquiry were widened. By the time it handed 
down its initial report, the ABA had held hearings on 19 days 
and heard from 21 witnesses. The cost had been $1 million. The 
ABA found that:
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• 2UE breached the commercial radio code of  practice 90 times: 
60 for fairness and accuracy in news and current affairs, and 
30 for presenting advertisements as news.
• 2UE breached the Broadcast Services Act five times by 
broadcasting political matter at the request of  a sponsor 
without disclosure.
• 2UE’s management systems were not adequate to prevent 
breaches of  the codes or its conditions of  licence.
The ABA rejected a submission from Laws that his contracts were 
well known to the public and Jones’s assertion that his contracts did 
not affect the contents of  his program. Two new conditions on 2UE 
were proposed, requiring its presenters to disclose all commercial 
agreements and distinguish advertising from other material.
The ABA accepted as fact one of  the most damning allegations 
against Laws – that he protected Star City from a bad news story 
because the casino was paying him $250,000 a year. The inquiry heard 
that Laws had written to the Star City chief  executive, then Neil 
Gamble, to defend himself  against accusations he was not supportive 
enough on air. As an example of  his loyalty, Laws told gamble that 
when a casino patron had died after an altercation with security 
guards, he had ignored it. “At no time did I allow any comment on 
the unfortunate incident concerning the security guards even though 
I was strongly encouraged to do so,” Laws had said. The federal 
government warned 2UE to act quickly on the ABA’s findings and 
said the new conditions on the station’s licence were the “minimum” 
standard it expected of  commercial radio. In the first ratings survey 
after the ABA report was released, both Laws and Jones increased 
their audience share: Laws from 13.8 percent of  the audience to 15.4, 
and Jones from 17.5 to 18.9 percent .
When long-serving editor of  the West Australian, Paul Murray, 
switched to talkback radio at 6PR, Perth, in February, he decided 
against reading on-air advertisements, following the lead of  another 
editor-turned-radio personality Neil Mitchell, of  Melbourne’’ 3AW.
Britain’s Daily Mail group (DMG) paid a record $155 million for 
a new Sydney FM radio station licence in May. DMG Radio Australia 
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chief  executive officer Paul Thompson was the successful bidder 
at the Australian Broadcasting Authority’s auction for the first new 
Sydney commercial licences in 20 years. Radio 2UE dropped out at 
$80 million and America’s Second Generation dropped out at $120 
million. Wollongong Radio Pty Ltd, a subsidiary of  the WIN television 
group, paid $10 million for the second FM licence auctioned, for 
Campbelltown on Sydney’s south-western outskirts. According to 
ABA figures, total revenue from Sydney’s nine metropolitan AM and 
FM stations in 1999 was $168.7 million. Profit was $27.3 million, with 
the three unprofitable stations losing a total of  $3.9 million.
The Sydney ABA auction result heightened speculation about the 
likely price to be paid when Melbourne’s first new commercial FM 
licence in 20 years is auctioned later in 2000. The ABA announced 
in June that four new commercial FM licences were planned for 
south-east Queensland. Two would cover Brisbane, one would serve 
Nambour and the other the Gold Coast. Community licences for 
non-profit organizations were planned for Brisbane, the Gold oast, 
Noosa, Gympie and Nambour.
Broadcaster Ron Casey was suspended from Radio 2GB, Sydney, 
in May after telling listeners to his Saturday morning show that 
Aborigines were “disadvantaged because they won’t get off  their black 
arses and do some work”. It is the third time 2GB has sacked Casey 
and the fourth time he has made racist comments on air.
Legal
The Marsden v Seven Network defamation case ran for much 
of  the year. In two programs, Today Tonight in 1995 and Witness in 
1996, Channel 7 labelled Marsden, a former Police Board member 
and a former president of  the New South Wales Law Society, as 
a paedophile. Marsden sued and in February 1999 a jury found 
defamatory imputations had arisen. Since then Justice David Levine 
has had the role of  determining whether those imputations are 
defensible and, if  not, what damages are due to Marsden. Seven was 
offering two defences: a truth defence, under which it was trying to 
prove its original paedophile claims; and one of  qualified privilege 
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− essentially that it made its best efforts to report the truth. By 29 
May 2000, there had been 158 sittings days, 81 witnesses had been 
called, Justice Levine had issued 165 rulings, and finally Marsden 
was in the box.
A jury took less than 90 minutes in June to find Radio 2UE’s Alan 
Jones guilty of  defaming Aboriginal leader Patrick Dodson in 1998 by 
implying he “exploited his Aboriginality” and “grossly overcharged” 
taxpayers $81,000 to run a land rights conference. The jury also 
decided Jones implied Dodson was “such an unprincipled person” 
that he called his accusers racists to deflect attention away from his 
own activities. Damages will be decided later.
Twenty-eight former students of  a western Sydney high school 
won a defamation action against the Daily Telegraph, Sydney, over 
a front-page story and an editorial on 8 January 1997. A class 
photograph appeared beneath the headline, “Class we failed”. The 
jury rejected claims that the editorial was defamatory, but found that 
the article conveyed defamatory meanings that included:
• The students were so stupid, in the sense they lacked intelligence, 
that they failed the HSC.
• The lack of  application and academic self-discipline of  each of  
the plaintiffs contributed to their failure in the HSC.
• They had no commitment to their HSC studies.
A judge will determine the damages.
In New Zealand, a ground-breaking study found that jurors in 
criminal trials were mainly not swayed by media coverage. Detailed 
evidence in the courtroom tended to overpower the prejudicial effect 
of  dimly recalled or sketchy and slanted media reports, said the 
researcher, law professor Warren Young from Wellington’s Victoria 
University. Professor Young surveyed 312 jurors in 48 trials.
A Queensland Supreme Court judge sitting in Cairns ruled that 
the parliamentary privilege that allowed MPs to make defamatory 
statements without fear of  litigation did not extend to ordinary people 
who provide the MPs with information. Justice Stanley Jones made 
the judgment in the case of  David Armstrong, who had supplied 
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written material about his former employer, professional fisherman 
Michael Rowley, to Bill O’Chee, then a Senator, in 1995. O’Chee had 
made the allegations in Parliament and had repeated them on radio 
and television, outside the legal protection of  the House. Rowley 
subsequently sued Armstrong, O’Chee and 11 others.
South Australia’s Premier John Olsen, lost a bid before the 
full bench of  the SA Supreme Court for a permanent stay on an 
unprecedented defamation action launched by Opposition Leader 
Mike Rann − the so-called “Liar Liar” case. The majority of  the full 
court agreed that truth could not be used as a defence by Olsen, but 
the defences of  qualified privilege and fair comment remained open. 
Three of  the five judges agreed it was inappropriate for the full court 
to grant a stay when it had to speculate on what evidence might be 
put at the trial and how, if  at all, the act could have an impact. The 
defamation case, which is unlikely to proceed to a trial, arose from 
comments made by Rann during a federal parliamentary inquiry 
in 1997 where he identified Olsen as the source of  leaks to the 
Labor Party that undermined then-Premier Dean Brown. Olsen 
rejected the allegation, calling Rann a liar. Rann sued. The case is 
unlikely ever to go to trial.
Press photographers from Fairfax newspapers were banned 
from the House of  Representatives for a week in April after the 
Sydney Morning Herald had published a photograph that breached 
parliamentary rules. The Speaker, Neil Andrew, imposed the ban after 
the publication of  a photograph showing four Aboriginal protesters 
in the parliamentary gallery turning their backs on the Prime Minister, 
John Howard. According to the guidelines covering access to the 
Press Gallery for still photographers, “photographs of  persons in the 
galleries are not permitted, the only exception being distinguished 
visitors being welcomed by the chair”.
A scramble for an exclusive television interview with Richard 
Pratt’s mistress and her former nanny left the Nine network with a 
large legal bill, an interview it agreed to buy but cannot air, and a 
feud between 60 Minutes and A Current Affair. The mistress, Shari-Lea 
Hitchcock, successfully sought injunctions in the Supreme Court 
to stop the screening of  the interview with her former nanny, Julie 
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Page, claiming it was defamatory and breached confidences and an 
agreement she had with Page.
Chris Masters’ 1987 Four Corners program, “The Moonlight State”, 
is remembered as one of  the factors that triggered the Fitzgerald 
inquiry into police and political corruption in Queensland. It took 12 
years to conclude a defamation action arising from the program. 
The action was launched by Queensland businessman, Vincenzo 
Bellino, who lost his first case, and subsequent appeal, but who was 
later granted a retrial via a split High Court judgment. A second jury 
decided Bellino, linked on Four Corners to certain activities through 
police intelligence, had been defamed. However, in the absence of  
proof  of  bad faith on the broadcaster’s part, the ABC was deemed 
protected by qualified privilege. An appeal failed before, finally, in mid 
1999, the High Court declined to take the matter further.
Ethics
Most Australians are satisfied with the quality of  Australian 
journalism and believe the media use their power responsibly, 
according to a special A.C. Neilsen AgePoll taken in mid-March. 
The poll, of  1,034 people, found that 57 percent of  Australians 
were generally satisfied with the quality of  journalism they received, 
and 37 percent were not. Among young people, 75 percent are 
satisfied; 47 percent of  people aged over 55 were dissatisfied and 
45 percent satisfied.
An Australian Broadcasting Authority survey of  community 
attitudes found that nearly 60 percent of  people thought TV news 
and current affairs programs were too graphic in showing accidents 
and tragedies. Nearly 50 percent thought TV news and current affairs 
programs were too intrusive and lacked sensitivity. The ABA said 51 
percent of  the 1,203 people surveyed thought TV news programs 
put too much emphasis on personal characteristics of  subjects, such 
as ethnic background and sexuality.
The former Victorian Premier Jeff  Kennett stormed out of  
a Fairfax company dinner during the entertainment provided by 
Fairfax cartoonist Ron Tandberg who had sketched Kennett and 
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was sketching Prime Minister John Howard as the “nowhere man”. 
Tandberg said he had planned an evening of  “bipartisan insults”.
Embattled Labor backbencher Cheryl Kernot had decided by 
June that when she made a public address she would ask journalists 
to identify themselves. She would be less candid if  any journalists 
were present, the Courier-Mail reported.
The Australian Press Council dismissed a complaint by Geoff  
Clark, chair of  the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, 
about two articles in the Australian. The articles were published in 
December, within days of  Clark’s election as ATSIC chair − the first 
time the organization elected its chair.
David Fidler, for 15 years a newsreader on the Northern Territory’s 
Nine Network affiliate station, NTD8, resigned in March when the 
Australian threatened to expose his false claim of  to having been an 
Olympic swimmer in the 1968 Games.
West Australian police appointed a senior officer to investigate 
a “regrettable” attack on journalists by riot police during a visit 
by the Prime Minister to a Perth function in February. Assistant 
Commissioner John Standing conceded police might have “over-
reacted” when they charged at a group of  about 20 journalists, 
cameramen and photographers who had been invited by the Prime 
Minister’s office and the West Australian Chamber of  Commerce 
and Industry to cover Mr Howard’s visit to the chamber’s Perth 
office. The media group was about 30 metres from a group of  300 
protesting construction unionists, who were being kept away from 
Mr Howard by a line of  regular police, when officers of  the tactical 
response group and other squads charged at the journalists without 
warning as Mr Howard arrived. Television footage shows the riot 
police, wearing helmets, carrying shields and with batons drawn, 
scuffling with camera crews.
The ABA decided to investigate claims that Channel 7 failed 
to reveal that Gail Austen, Liberal candidate for the Brisbane lord 
mayoralty, had paid for an on-air interview to be screened on the 
outdoors program, The Great South East.
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The Sydney Morning Herald advertised in its suburban papers in 
Sydney’s southern suburbs that it would donate $10 to the South 
Sydney Football Fighting Fund for every new subscription to the 
Herald. This led Lachlan Murdoch, News Ltd’s chair and chief  
executive, to accuse the Herald of  running its own commercial agenda 
in the Rugby League wars.
Chair of  the Australian Press Council, Professor Dennis Pearce, 
argued that freedom of  the press should be entrenched in legislation 
in any move to extend privacy laws to cover the private sector.
The assumptions in the news media that Jeff  Kennett had crushed 
dissent in Victoria and had become a slick persuader of  voters were 
crushed when Steve Bracks’ Labor team was elected to govern after 
a brief  election campaign in September.
Australian Council of  Civil Liberties president Terry O’Gorman 
wants Victorian legislation that came into force in January – imposing 
big fines on media organisations that breach new restrictions on 
unannounced walk-ins and use of  hidden cameras – to be used as a 
model for national legislation.
The Nine Network came under police investigation after it was 
claimed the Nine television crew that found Robert Bogucki, a missing 
Alaskan fireman, wandering in desert country in the Kimberleys asked 
him to keep walking so they could film him from their helicopter. 
There were also claims that no one was told that Bogucki had been 
found for 30 to 40 minutes while he was interviewed for Nine’s A 
Current Affair and that his medical condition had not been given 
priority it should have.
In the aftermath of  the ballot of  independence in East Timor, 
60 Minutes reporter Richard Carleton and three other Nine Network 
television employees were deported from Indonesia after Carleton 
had posed as a tourist and almost caused a riot. Police detained the 
four because they lacked valid visas and accreditation from the United 
Nations. On polling day, the crew travelled to Liquisa, outside Dili 
– the scene of  a militia massacre in April that left dozens dead. 
Carleton attempted to interview people in the queue about their 
voting intentions and was upset by a militia leader who was looking 
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over his [Carleton’s] shoulder. Carleton confronted the man and a 
disturbance broke out, requiring a rescue mission by the Indonesian 
police who discovered that the crew members did not have valid 
travel documents. Their local driver was bashed by the militia and 
his car stolen. Head of  the parliamentary observer mission, Tim 
Fischer, said the behaviour of  60 Minutes had been “unhelpful and 
unacceptable”. Carleton won headlines as the “caviar crusader” during 
the same trip because, before departing Sydney, he bought an esky full 
of  supplies from a delicatessen, including smoked salmon, seven types 
of  cheese, smoked oysters and various bottles of  win.
Olympics
If  news-media organisations were not highlighting another 
Olympics bungle or another allegation of  corruption or shoddy ethics 
by an Olympics official, then they were bickering with one another 
over sponsorship rights or how many cameras could be placed where 
at the Games. News Ltd accused SOCOG of  failing to protect its 
multi-million dollar sponsorship rights. And the “Olympics Channel”, 
Channel 7, faced clashes with every other Australian TV channel 
over limitations on cameras at and screening live from Olympic 
Park during the Games. The Daily Telegraph, Sydney, summed up the 
feelings of  many Australians when it ran on 12 May a six-line front 
page headline beginning with the initials of  the surname of  Kevan 
Gosper, the Australian Olympics official who allowed his daughter, 
Sophie, to be the first Australian runner with the Olympic torch. It 
read: Greedy Obstinate Selfish Pompous Egotistic Reptile.
Australian Associated Press normally sends a team of  20 journalists, 
photographers, editors and technicians to cover the Olympic 
Games, but with the Games being held in Australia, AAP planned 
to send 70 to Sydney. The Fairfax group linked with Australian 
Provincial Newspapers (APN) and Rural Press Ltd and other regional 
independent newspapers in The Alliance, a team of  about 350 people, 
including 200 journalists, formed specifically for the Games. Through 
The Alliance, participating media groups pooled staff  and resources 
to ensure all angles would be covered. APN planned to have a team 
of  10 journalists, photographers and a technician. The APN team 
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had prepared detailed dossiers on all athletes, officials and volunteers 
who lived, went to school or had family in APN newspaper areas, 
covered by 14 dailies from Coffs Harbour, New South Wales, to 
Mackay, Queensland. The dossiers were being updated weekly, but 
from September they would be updated daily, said Olympics co-editor 
Dean Gould, of  the Northern Star, Lismore. News Ltd, too, planned to 
have about 350 people involved in journalistic and technical services 
related to news coverage of  the Games.
News-media people
• John Lyons, national affairs editor for The Bulletin and a 
former editor of  the Sydney Morning Herald, won the Graham 
Perkin Award for the Australian Journalist of  the Year, 1999. 
Lyons left The Bulletin in May to join the Nine Network as an 
investigative reporter for its Sunday program.
• Founding editor of  BRW magazine, Robert Gottliebsen, 
began contributing business commentary to the columns of  
the Australian in March.
• Former Victorian Premier Jeff  Kennett made a well-received 
appearance as a reporter on 60 Minutes in February.
• After five years as the Australia’s Canberra-based economics 
correspondent, Ian Henderson became the paper’s national 
political correspondent in May.
• Ray Martin, former front man for programs such as the 
Midday Show and A Current Affair, signed a three-year contract 
with the Nine Network in February. He will report for 60 
Minutes and host special events.
• Columnist Leo Schofield, famous in part for libelling a lobster 
chef, has left the columns of  Fairfax’s Sydney Morning Herald 
after 20 years and joined News Ltd’s Sunday Telegraph.
• Political correspondent Wallace Brown wrote his farewell 
column in the Courier-Mail on 30 July after 38 years of  column 
writing, extending back to the final few years of  the Menzies 
era.
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• Paul Murray left the West Australian after being its editor for 
10 years; he joined Radio 6PR, Perth, as a talkback compere, 
but refused to read advertisements.
• After a four-month search for a new editor, the West Australian’s 
board of  directors appointed Brian Rogers, news director of  
Channel Nine, Perth. Rogers began his career in 1970 at the 
Daily News, the now-defunct Perth afternoon paper.
• Richard Ackland, Deb Richards and Anne Connolly, of  
ABC TV’s Media Watch, won the Gold Walkley for its revelation 
of  the talkback radio “cash for comment” affair. They also won 
the award for television current affairs segments of  less than 
10 minutes. Tony Koch, chief  reporter of  the Courier-Mail, 
received the award for the most outstanding contribution to 
journalism, as well as winning the award for the best coverage 
of  indigenous affairs.
Other Walkleys went to:
Print – News report, Ian McPhedran, Daily Telegraph; investigative 
reporting Hedley Thomas and Paul Whittaker, Courier-Mail; three 
headings, Donna Maegraith, The Bulletin; best newspaper feature, Gay 
Alcorn, The Age, with Julie-Anne Davies, The Age, highly commended; 
cartoon, Jenny Coopes, Sun-Herald; artwork, Fiona Lawrence, Sunday 
Herald Sun; information graphics or digital photo illustration, Will 
Pearce, Sydney Morning Herald; news photograph, Simon Dallinger, 
Herald Sun; feature photograph, Penny Tweedie, Good Weekend, with 
Cathryn Tremain, Sunday Life, highly commended; sports photograph, 
Mark Evans, Daily Telegraph.
Radio – News report, Katy Cronin, ABC Radio; current affairs 
report, Linda Mottram, AM, ABC Radio; feature, documentary or 
broadcast special, Suzanne Smith, ABC Radio National.
Television – News report, Damian Ryan, Mark Burrows, Robert 
Hopkins and Brendan Minogue, National Nine News; current affairs 
report [less than 10 minutes] Richard Ackland, Deborah Richards and 
Anne Connolley, Media Watch, ABC; current affairs report, feature, 
documentary or special [more than 10 minutes], Mark Davis, Four 
Corners, ABC, with Paul Lyneham and Peter Wilkinson, 60 Minutes, 
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Nine Network, highly commended; cinematography, Geoff  Clegg, 
Foreign Correspondent, ABC.
General − Business reporting, Stephen Mayne, Daily Telegraph; 
coverage of  sport, Malcolm Conn, Australian; commentary, analysis, 
opinion and critique, John Lyons, The Bulletin; coverage of  suburban 
or regional affairs, Richard Schmeiszl, Sentinel Times; coverage of  
indigenous affairs, Tony Koch, Courier-Mail; coverage of  Asia Pacific 
region, Sydney Morning Herald (Mark Dodd, David Jenkins, Hamish 
McDonald, Lindsay Murdoch, Mark Riley, Zannuba Wahid, Louise 
Williams and Jason South), with Ross Coulthart and Nick Farrow, 
Sunday, Nine Network, highly commended.
Obituaries
Following is an alphabetical list of  key news-media identities 
who died in 1999-2000:
Anderson, Ian Edwin, died 20/3, editor, science communicator; former 
editor, Australasian edition of  New Scientist; age 53.
Boland, Ronald Raymond, died 26/4, editor and managing director, 
Sunday Times, Perth, 1956-60; managing editor, The News, Adelaide, 
1960-77; age 88.
Casey, Ron, died 19/6; overcame a stutter to become of  the nation’s 
top sports broadcasters; covered Olympic Games, Davis Cup, world 
boxing title bouts and VFL matches for 25 years; general manager 
of  HSV-7, Melbourne, 1972-87; awarded MBE in 1982 for services 
to sports journalism.
Deamer, Adrian, died 16/1, aged 77; editor of  the Australian 1966-1971; had 
major impact on the modern Australian quality newspaper; encouraged 
interpretive and analytical reporting; at 51, studied law and became 
a media solicitor; was legal manager for the Fairfax newspapers for 
nine years.
Gullett, Henry (Jo) Baynton Somers, died 24/8, aged 84; journalist who 
started on Melbourne Herald in 1935 after gaining a BA at Oxford; after 
service in war, won federal seat of  Henty in 1945 and became the third 
Henry Gullet to serve in Parliament; resigned seat in 1956 and resumed 
journalism; also wrote books.
Harris, Mike, died 6/8, aged 64; London-born, worked in Fleet Street 
before coming to Australia with his Australian-born wife; worked for 
Daily Mirror, became Australian’s film critic, Bulletin’s TV critic; built up 
extensive reference library related to film, music and the written word; 
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established in 1976 the new office of  the show-biz bible Variety; worked 
in Los Angeles in early 1980s for Australian Film Commission.
Harrison, Harry (Dooley), died 9/2, aged 70; began journalistic career in 
his native Wentworth, NSW, on the Western Evening News; moved on to 
the Sunraysia Daily, Mildura, and Sydney’s Sun and Daily Mirror; during 
overseas travels he edited a paper in rural Canada and joined the New 
York bureau of  the Daily Mirror; spent final 30 years of  his working 
life as a sub-editor on the Daily Telegraph; fine creator of  snappy and 
witty headlines.
Hughes, Jack, died 30/5, aged 87; editor who made the Australasian Post a 
national icon; lifted circulation from 100,00 to 325,000 in about seven 
years by making it appeal “to a truck driver in Wagga Wagga” and 
putting a girl on the cover.
Kable, Mike, died 30/5, aged 65; motoring writer who became one of  the 
Australian’s longest serving staff  members; became cadet on Bathurst’s 
National Advocate and later joined Lithgow Mercury; joined Sydney Morning 
Herald in 1958; edited monthly Sports Car World magazine 1961; rejoined 
herald before joining the Australian when it began publication in 1964; 
was motoring editor for both it and Daily Mirror for 23 years; resigned 
from permanent staff  in 1992, but continued covering motoring on 
freelance basis.
Lamb, Albert (Sir Larry), died 18/5, aged 70; tabloid editor; former editor of  
the Australian, editor-in-chief  of  Western Mail, Perth; editor of  London’s 
Sun and Daily Express; great tabloid journalist.
MacCallum, Mungo Ballardie, died 12/7, aged 85; third in a distinguished 
line of  similarly-named scholars, writers and academics; joined Sydney 
Morning Herald as a cadet journalist in 1933, studying simultaneously 
for BA at Sydney University; covered most areas of  reporting before 
World War II; became controversial editor of  forces’ journal, Salt; wrote 
satirical column, “National Circus” for Sun, Sydney; joined ABC in 
1952 as features editor and for rest of  life was happily occupied as 
compere, writer and critic in or of  radio and television; produced and 
stage-managed opening night of  ABC TV in 1956.
McKibbin, Brian, died 24/4, aged 69; began career on Geelong Advertiser; 
distinguished himself  as a foreign correspondent and senior journalist for 
Adelaide’s Advertiser and Melbourne’s Sun News-Pictorial; joined News and 
Information Bureau in 1969 (Herald Sun, 10 May 00).
May, Kenneth Spencer, died 21/5, aged 85; chief  executive, News Ltd., 
1969-80; general manager, The News, Adelaide, 1964-69; knighted upon 
retirement in 1980; former political reporter; spent three significant years 
at Barrier Miner, Broken Hill, as chief  reporter and leader writer.
Mott, Tennyson Henry, died 22/2, aged 94; reporter on the Border Mail, and 
director of  the Mott family newspaper company, Albury.
Pringle, John Douglas, died 4/12, aged 87; editor of  the Sydney Morning 
Herald 1953-57 and 1965-70 [i.e. of  its editorial page] and Canberra 
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Times 1964-65 when the Australian was launched in Canberra; elegant, 
lucid writer.
Ramsden, James, died November, aged 80; made name as shipping 
correspondent on Australian Financial Review; his career advanced to the 
point where he was offered the editorship of  the Australian.
Richards, Ron, died 19/5, aged 71; managing editor, Queensland 
Newspapers Pty Ltd, 1987-91; former editor-in-chief  of  Daily Sun and 
Sunday Sun, Brisbane; served cadetship at Warwick Daily News.
Roderick, Colin Arthur, died 16/6, aged 88; author, academic, publisher; 
co-editor with Lindsay Revill of  the Journalist’s Craft, the book that flowed 
from the 1968 Townsville conference on education of  journalists.
Ryan, John Philip, died 7/5, aged 79; editor of  the radical Melbourne Catholic 
Worker, 1959-71; mathematician; human rights activist; age 79.
Smark, Peter, died 22/6, aged 63; a senior writer and correspondent at 
various times for the Australian, Age, Sydney Morning Herald and Herald Sun; 
worked for ABC Radio and AAP; won Australian Journalist of  the Year 
Award in 1982; editor of  Sun-Herald, Sydney, 1986-88.
Thomson, Graeme (Bluey), died 8/7, aged 57; leading political photographer; 
had photograph on front page of  first issue of  the Australian; recorded all 
the significant Australian political events from Menzies to the late 1990s; 
won Nikon award for best news photograph of  year, 1987.
Tilley, George, died 12/12, aged 74; editor of  Sunraysia Daily, Mildura, 
Vic., 1956-1988.
Ward, Len, died in May; former editor of  the Daily Advertiser, Wagga 
Wagga, former acting editor and literary editor, Canberra Times, motoring 
writer.
Internet
By Kerry Green
Two events dominated the past 12 months as far as online news 
media are concerned: The Napster copyright issue and Poynter 
Institute’s update of  its decade-old Eyetrack study, aimed this time at 
Web users. The Napster issue, unresolved at the time of  writing, has 
implications for online news publishers. The Napster issue came to 
a head in June when the Recording Industry Association of  America 
took legal action to close down music industry company Napster’s 
web service. Essentially, the RIAA has argued that Napster’s provision 
of  a directory service that enables surfers to locate music clips on 
the web (and then to download them to their own computers as MP3 
files) constitutes copyright infringement. Napster has defended the 
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suit by arguing that it is not responsible for the actions of  surfers 
once they have located the clips via Napster – in essence, that it 
is not responsible for the downloads. In a four-point response 
to the suit, Napster further argues that such downloading is not 
illegal anyway.
Napster initially lost the case, but then won an appeal court stay of  
execution until a further hearing some time next year. The Napster 
case is important for online publishers, because the issue of  copyright 
is proving difficult to deal with in the world of  the Web. Where online 
publishers aspire to be portals or gateways to other services, they 
are in effect providing directory services, much as Napster does. If  
the US courts ultimately hold that the directory service provider is 
responsible for the actions of  surfers once they have located other 
services, then online publishers could find themselves lining up 
with Napster to defend accusations of  copyright infringement. That 
would be cause for a delicious irony – publishers are traditionally 
strong enforcers of  the copyright law and have much to lose from 
any change.
In the end, the ruling on the Napster case may be irrelevant – the 
traditional copyright “enforcers” may already have lost the capacity 
to protect their work. A Californian politician, Brian Bilbray, says 
“technology has already evolved past the point where even if  Napster 
and MP3 are shut down permanently, there are already a number of  
next-generation programs available for free on the Internet which 
provide the same or similar services. Some of  these are completely 
independent of  any individual or company and there is no way to 
restrain or control them.” In other words, the Internet is once again 
proving that its anarchic and international character enables it to 
bypass the best efforts of  the most powerful legislators.
The second major occurrence for the year under review was the 
release of  the new Eyetrack study findings. The original Eyetrack 
study, more than a decade ago, was conducted by the Poynter Institute, 
the journalism industry organisation located at St Petersburg, Florida. 
That study examined the way readers approached news on the 
printed page, tracking eye movements to show which elements on 
a page attracted the most interest. The new study, by the institute 
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in conjunction with Stanford University, looks at the way readers 
approach Internet news sites. The initial findings have surprised 
researchers and have generated considerable debate about their 
meaning and implications.
Most journalists are aware of  the original findings, even if  they 
are unaware of  the source: Readers notice pictures first, display type 
second and text last. The new study changes the order, finding that 
readers notice text first (heading then body text), then pictures, then 
graphic elements. Initially, the findings were interpreted as meaning 
Website designers should use fewer pictures and more text, but 
more considered review reveals other factors at work. Pictures on 
Websites, for example, are perforce small because of  their effect on 
download times; and the respondents in the study were deliberate 
information-seekers and were thus less likely to be seeking photos than 
text. (It should be noted, of  course, that the same may be said about 
the respondents in the original print version of  the study).
What can be said with some confidence is that while text may have 
primacy on news sites – an important finding for online publishers 
– the same is not necessarily true for other, non-news, sites. A 
study of  non-news sites might well have provided different results. 
Interestingly, the study found the average amount of  time spent at a 
site was 34 minutes – significantly longer than the 25-minute average 
the print news junkie spends with the paper. The study found that 
items on a page were “looked at” (not necessarily read intently) as 
follows: Article text 92 percent of  the time, news briefs 82 percent, 
photos 64 percent and graphics 22 percent. Additionally, it concluded 
that readers were willing to scroll a story – in fact, much more willing 
to scroll a story than the typical newspaper reader is willing to read 
through an article. The study showed 75 percent of  a text article 
got read on the screen, compared with 20-25 percent of  newspaper 
articles. The study team will continue to analyse its data for some years 
to come, but the initial findings contain the first hard data available on 
audience reaction to the design of  news Websites. 
Some observers noticed a slowing of  innovation during the year 
under review. Influential columnist Steve Outing, in his “Stop the 
Press” columns at the Editor & Publisher Website, noticed a significant 
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reduction in traffic in discussion lists dealing with online publishing 
and news. He also noted claims about innovation on news sites 
typically were old ideas repackaged, observing that the innovation so 
apparent in the news industry in the early days of  the Internet had 
passed on to other applications. Outing also told the news industry 
it had to improve its employees’ research skills to take advantage of  
improved access to information sources. He quoted a number of  
industry experts to support his contention that the roles of  news 
reporter and professional researcher were becoming ever more closely 
aligned (www.editorandpublisher.com, Stop the Presses, October 4 
2000, accessed October 9 2000).
Outing’s contention is supported by moves in a small but significant 
number of  news organisations to reorganise their news operations 
into multimedia news-desks. Apart from the usual technology leaders 
that have tended to come out of  Florida (Orlando Sentinel, St Petersburg 
Times, Tampa Tribune), others who have reorganised include institutions 
as large as the Chicago Tribune group, the third-largest player in online 
journalism in the US (after New York Times and Washington Post).
The impetus for a multimedia news desk has come from a 
combination of  cross-media ownership or at least network/syndication 
arrangements, the improvement of  broadband services, and more 
widespread audience access to broadband services. The Orlando 
Sentinel, for example, may assign print, audio and video reporters 
to an assignment for output to four separate media (print, radio, 
TV and online). In a significant number of  occasions, a single 
reporter/photographer team is capable of  providing copy for all 
four outlets.
Although the multimedia news approach has yet to take hold in 
Australia, we have seen in the past year a change in the approach to 
online journalism by at least two of  the major players in this country. 
The Fairfax organisation’s online publications exhibit an attempt to 
write and produce specifically for the Web, while the ABConline site 
leads the exploration of  online interaction between audience and 
journalist with its semi-moderated forums.
If  online journalism produces a fundamental change in the 
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relationship between source and audience, as many believe it will, 
then it will become apparent first in the forum sessions in ABConline 
and in the Weblogs of  journalists/writers like the Sydney Morning 
Herald’s Margo Kingston. These forms of  journalism will become 
more accessible and more widespread as broadband access gives 
publishers the capacity to deliver more enriched services. In the 
year to come, increased Internet bandwidth and third-generation 
technology promise to deliver not just enriched content, but content 
accessible anywhere on devices capable of  combining the functions 
of  mobile phone, personal organiser, MP3 player and, to some 
extent, laptop computer. Perhaps the new technology will cause 
the tide of  innovation to flow back to and through the online 
publishing industry.
Dr Kirkpatrick and Dr Green are senior lecturers in journalism at 
the University of  Queensland.
176                    Australian Studies in Journalism                                        Book Reviews 177
Book reviews
Whose news? Organisational Conflict in the ABC, 
1947-1999
Neville Petersen, Australian Journalism Monographs, 3 & 4
Brisbane: Department of  Journalism, University of  Queensland,79pp. $12. 
An appropriate title for this monograph, a sequel to Petersen’s News not Views1 would perhaps have been News and Views, for it 
deals with a period when the ABC fully entered an era when television 
current affairs programs like This Day Tonight began uncovering 
newsworthy events, analysing and interpreting them and themselves 
becoming a source of  news. The interviews in such programs, rather 
than maintaining courtesy and diffidence, often adopted a challenging 
stance, perhaps seen at its extreme in a confrontationist interview on 
commercial television in 1983 by a former ABC reporter, Richard 
Carleton, with the newly-elected Labor leader Bob Hawke: The 
interview began, “Mr Hawke, could I ask you whether you feel 
a little embarrassed tonight at the blood that’s on your hands?” 
and ended, “I can expect people to believe that you are a damned 
impertinence, Mr Carleton.”
The most significant development in ABC news and current 
affairs in the period under review was the News Division’s loss of  
management support and the increasing dominance of  the new field 
of  current affairs. ABC News had traditionally confined itself  to 
reporting the “who”, “what”, “when” and “where”, and occasionally 
the “how”, but rarely or never the “why”, which became the province 
of  current affairs. The move had its genesis in 1946 in the appointment 
as national news editor of  a former Melbourne newspaper journalist, 
Leicester Cotton, who planned a more investigative role for journalists. 
During the Queensland coal miners’ strike in 1948, ABC news reports 
graphically described police assaults on marching protesters. 
Canberra immediately moved to stop the trend. From then on, 
all versions of  such events were to come from official and police 
spokespersons; “colourful” and “emotional” reporting which might 
Australian Studies in Journalism 9: 2000, pp.176-194
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evoke a sympathetic response from listeners was forbidden. As 
Petersen observes, at this stage “Observations or evaluations by 
reporters were normally strictly forbidden except of  the most 
elementary kind.” Anything beyond strictly sourced or measurable 
“facts” was classified as “comment” and banned. “Facts” were 
sufficient in themselves and would allow people to make informed 
judgments.
A landmark in the acceptance of  analytical, interpretative reporting 
and, in fact, comment was the launching in 1961 of  the television 
current affairs program, Four Corners, by Bob Raymond and Michael 
Charlton, who regarded the “straight” news on the ABC as very 
uninformative and largely based on official statements. 
ABC journalists reporting from South Vietnam in the sixties 
accepted that there was a policy of  supporting Australia’s friends 
in the struggle against communism. There was little attempt at 
perspective or analysis. Tony Ferguson, a reporter angry at the News 
management environment in Vietnam, sent back a story in which he 
called an American military operation “futile”, and was immediately 
attacked by editor-in-chief  Wally Hamilton. Petersen says it was the 
first time an ABC correspondent had tried to cast doubts on “official” 
versions of  events. Hamilton banned from news bulletins the sound 
of  an American officer ordering his men to shoot a Vietnamese 
waving a white flag, though it was used in This week in Asia, a radio 
program begun and edited by Anne Ringwood.
This Day Tonight was launched on television in 1967, under the 
direction of  Ken Watts. Petersen says Watts, familiar with the 
irreverence and scepticism towards all holders of  power evident in 
some BBC programs, fostered a similar approach among those he 
recruited for the TDT program. Balance of  opposing viewpoints 
was regularly ignored; politicians were satirised. The TDT reporters 
relished investigative journalism, which News had never seen as 
desirable. They even occasionally editorialised. The traditional News 
executives were outraged. Reporters who sought background or 
“leaks” from “informed sources”, as the press did, were smartly 
pulled into line. Petersen says the in-depth analysis by current 
affairs in both radio and television of  stories already used by News 
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seemed to demonstrate to some the weaknesses in the “factual” 
approach by News.
Even Hamilton, originally an implacable opponent of  the 
analytical and interpretive approach of  current affairs journalism, 
eventually came to the view, expressed a year after his retirement, 
that TDT’s function was to “explore and expose the workings of  the 
establishment and of  government”. Yet the conservatives fought a 
rearguard action: The Commission decided in 1972 that all comment 
by reporters was to cease, and that the style of  writing should 
resemble the “colourless” style of  radio.
Nevertheless, current affairs was in the ascendant. When alerted 
to the sacking of  Whitlam in 1975, the executive producer of  AM 
got permission to take over one of  the ABC’s radio networks for the 
whole afternoon, restricting news to hourly summaries. The following 
year, News moved to recover some of  the lost ground: Jack Gulley, 
head of  TV news, argued that there was no longer any fundamental 
difference between news and current affairs in the opinion area. 
No longer, he said, should News think only of  “spot” occurrences 
and scheduled events as “factual”. Equally valid were the “how” 
and “why” questions.
Overseas, and in the ABC’s overseas service, Radio Australia, 
the integration of  news and current affairs staff  was emerging. And 
the News stalwarts were having second thoughts about their limited 
definition of  news. Keith Fraser, months before his retirement as 
head of  news in 1977, conceded that the refusal to allow experienced 
reporters to become sources in their own right had resulted in 
insufficient interpretation and backgrounding. But the Commission 
was slow to change its attitudes. In its submission to the Dix 
Committee in 1981, it restated the dictum that news dealt with 
“fact” and current affairs with “opinion”, as if, says Petersen, this 
was unproblematic.
An abortive attempt to combine news and current affairs was the 
program, The National, launched in 1985 to replace the traditional 
main evening news bulletins and current affairs programs. Combining 
the resources of  news and current affairs, it would mix news with 
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comment. But the program soon died precisely because, according to 
its executive producer, it tried to cross the boundary between news 
on one hand and commentary and analysis on the other. Petersen says 
that in Australia the line had been drawn and had come to equate with 
community expectations of  radio and television.
In the late 1980s, some News executives recognised that “there’s 
no reason why news can’t be equally about issues as it can be about 
incidents and events”. News was moving closer to current affairs, 
and “the bad old days when they were the absolute enemy” had 
gone. At this stage, Four Corners played a key role in a new wave 
of  investigative reporting culminating in programs dealing with 
high-level involvement in the miscarriage of  justice in NSW and 
corruption in the Queensland Police Force.
The conservative government elected in 1996 accused the ABC 
of  lack of  balance, meaning that it had been too preoccupied with 
such issues as multiculturalism, reconciliation, anti-discrimination and 
environmental concerns. In TV news, indicators that government 
criticism is being heeded are the doubling of  the number of  stories 
devoted to business and corporate affairs and the “extraordinary 
amount of  coverage given to the non-contentious subject of  arts”.
Petersen concludes that, in the light of  the ABCs recent experience, 
significant shifts in news policy in public broadcasters are likely to 
be viewed with considerable suspicion by political forces intent on 
maintaining a conformist view of  broadcasting. But he says it is fair to 
say that traditional notions of  “objectivity” are increasingly being seen 
as obstacles to the understanding of  complex issues.
Petersen’s monograph, meticulously sourced from documents, 
books and Petersen’s interviews with some of  the key participants, 
some of  them now dead, stands as the definitive account of  
organisational conflict between news and current affairs in the ABC 
in the postwar era.
— Errol Hodge
Monash University
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The Electronic Reporter: Broadcast Journalism in 
Australia
Barbara Alysen
Geelong: Deakin University Press, 2000, 243 pp.
Memo: Murray Masterton, Nelson, New Zealand. 
Mate, that trip I planned to the land of  the long white cloud to work 
on the fourth edition of  Now the News in Detail will have to go on 
permanent hold: the latest publication (and possibly the last) from our 
friends at Deakin University Press makes the trip redundant. What’s 
more it was written by one of  the members of  my first journalism class 
in Bathurst over 20 years ago and she now teaches broadcast journalism 
at your old institution! Small world, eh?
Having declared my two possible conflicts of  interest at the start, let me say that Barbara Alysen, one of  the first graduates of  the 
then-fledgling journalism course at Mitchell College of  Advanced 
Education (now Charles Sturt University) has produced a more-than-
worthy successor to the Masterton/Patching efforts. Like so many 
of  my journalism teaching colleagues, I watch with some pride the 
careers of  former students. And Barbara has put in the hard yards 
in Canberra for the Macquarie network, at the Seven Network, and 
as a Chief  Producer at SBS World News before joining the staff  
at Deakin University.
There is much to commend this book as a teaching resource for 
journalism students in general, and broadcast journalism students in 
particular. No doubt it will become the preferred text of  Barbara’s 
journalism education colleagues around the country, and as I 
suggested to many media executive contacts in the early days of  
Murray and my book, the perfect gift for employers to give any new 
broadcast journalism staff. 
The Electronic Reporter starts where it should, explaining who’s 
who in a broadcast newsroom and detailing their roles. It follows 
a fairly-predictable format by having chapters on news sources 
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(referring to Masterton’s seminal work in that area), newsgathering 
and packaging, recording sound and pictures, writing for broadcast, 
putting a story together, interviewing, putting a news bulletin together 
for both radio and TV, looks at broadcast current affairs and ends 
with the required chapter on legal and ethical issues.
What I like about Barbara’s approach is the mix of  theoretical and 
practical, with a plethora of  recent examples to punctuate her points. 
Some of  the mid-chapter changes in typeface and layout leave one 
wondering where one is at times, but it does little to detract from 
the overall usefulness of  the book. Her analysis of  story formats in 
chapter 3 is particularly useful, as is the “tips” section (Chapter 7) 
on interviewing and the analysis of  bulletin formats (Chapter 8). 
She moves with ease from the theoretical to the very practical, and 
her analysis of  the malaise that is tabloid current affairs television is 
another useful addition to what is much more than a simple “how 
to” text. I would have liked to read more of  that type of  analysis. 
The timeline tracing the major developments in broadcasting here 
and overseas will prove very handy for the modern generation of  
broadcast journalism students, given that many of  their parents were 
still in nappies (if  they were born) when TV started in Australia 
around the time for the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne.
As would be expected there’s an extensive glossary of  terms at the 
end of  the book, but there is also a useful list of  local and overseas 
websites covering a range of  media organisations. As Murray and I 
found when we tried to include the phone numbers of  all the radio 
and TV stations in Australia in the third edition of  our book, it’s very 
difficult to keep such a list up-to-date. Things change so rapidly in 
media in Australia. But there’s plenty of  useful websites in the book 
to give students a start in the right direction.
While there is much to commend this latest addition to the 
relatively small list of  Australian journalism texts, I have a couple of  
minor quibbles. As mentioned earlier, the presentation style was at 
times a bit confusing, as it was to find “further readings” appearing 
in mid chapter rather than in their normal position at chapter’s end. 
It must be Deakin University Press house grammatical style to add 
an “apostrophe s” to create possessives for words like news and bus. 
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I always thought news style only added an “s” when it was a proper 
name, like Prince Charles’s son or something similar and left other 
words ending in “s” with an apostrophe and no second “s”.
I also blinked when early in the book Barbara talked about there 
being only one main TV bulletin per day — in the “mid evening”. 
The national broadcaster called their “late” news (in those days the 
one after the end of  the 8.30 program) the “Mid Evening News” 
throughout the Seventies and early Eighties. It’s hard to accept 
bulletins between five and seven pm being classified as “mid evening”. 
It was also surprising that Newsboss, one of  the widely-used digital 
bulletin production programs, didn’t rate a mention in Chapter 
6 in the section on digital audio editing, but did get a mention 
later (in chapter 8).
There were a couple of  literals — like the reference on page 79 to 
the guillotine getting the “ax”, and on page 162 where the text refers 
to Chapter 11 on legal and ethical issues, when it’s actually chapter 
10. Perhaps two chapters were combined somewhere along the line. 
And Barbara could have broadened the appeal of  her examples by not 
dwelling too much on stories from Geelong and Corio Bay. But these 
minor problems and far outweighed by what is overall an excellent 
book. The best laugh came in the final chapter when, in talking 
about the dangers of  using the word “allegedly” to avoid possible 
defamation action, she says many see it as a “legal condom”. A great 
line, and one certain to attract the desired attention.
— Roger Patching
Queensland University of  Technology
The House of  Packer: The Making of  a Media 
Empire
Bridget Griffen-Foley
Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, 1999; 398 pages; $49.41.
Kerry Packer, and son James, are regularly making news; recently for the ongoing success of  their traditional media interests and 
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expansion onto the internet, for diversification into the dot.com sector 
and investment into India. Even the most casual news consumer will 
know Kerry Packer for his gambling and polo interests and James for 
his appearances in the social pages and growing role in the family’s 
business interests, learning on the job rather than through business 
schools. Many of  these traits — an understanding of  media, the 
ability to make a good deal, faith in their own judgement and a love of  
the good life — have been displayed in four generations of  Packers, 
a family that has been part of  the Australian media for all of  last 
century and one that enters this century as one of  the most significant 
local media owners. Dr Bridget Griffen-Foley, a postdoctoral fellow 
at the University of  Sydney, identified the Packers as a major media 
family in Australia that had never been “subjected to detailed 
scholarly scrutiny” and The House of  Packer is her contribution to 
media history.
The result is a book that will give the general public deeper 
knowledge of  the family that is both behind the news and in the 
news; help students of  journalism appreciate the political, industrial 
and commercial background of  the media industry; give working 
journalists a greater understanding of  the dynamics of  the media 
environment; and is a must-have reference for media academics. In 
style, The House of  Packer lies somewhere in between Gavin Souter’s 
Company of  Heralds, the encyclopaedic history of  the Fairfaxes, the 
most famous of  Sydney’s newspaper empires, and Paul Barry’s very 
readable The rise and rise of  Kerry Packer. Robert Clyde Packer started 
the family down the media path. Growing up in Tasmania, he worked 
for the Tasmanian News in 1900 before moving to the Dubbo Liberal, 
the Townsville Daily Bulletin and, in 1908, the Sydney Sunday Times. 
By 1921 he would earn a one-third share of  Smith’s Weekly to realise 
his ambitions to become a proprietor, and would later become an 
executive with Hugh Denison’s Associated Newspapers.
R.C. Packer’s son Frank was born in 1906 and by 1923 was a 
cadet reporter and photographer with the Daily Guardian, a paper 
started by his father at Smith’s Newspapers. In 1933 Frank Packer 
and his financial partner, politician and businessman E.G. Theodore, 
established Sydney Newspapers and threatened to start a Sydney 
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afternoon paper to challenge Associated’s The Sun. As an Associated 
Newspapers executive, R.C. Packer helped negotiate a deal that 
would pay his son’s company 86,500 pounds ($5 million today) not to 
publish an afternoon or Sunday newspaper for three years. It was one 
of  several controversial moves by the Packers and attracted criticism 
in both the NSW Parliament and from the union movement. As 
Griffen-Foley writes “… it is clear R.C. Packer had brokered the deal 
for the pecuniary interests of  his family”. Flush with funds from the 
deal, Frank Packer, Theodore and journalist George Warnecke started 
the Australian Women’s Weekly, and in 1935 Packer and Associated 
Newspapers formed Consolidated Press. The deal saw Packer emerge 
as managing director of  the company; its main assets the Women’s 
Weekly and the Daily Telegraph. Griffen-Foley writes “The Weekly 
was to become the best-selling and most-profitable magazine in 
Australia’s history, and to form the bedrock of  one of  the country’s 
foremost media empires.”
Packer and editors Sid Deamer, C.S. McNulty and Brian Penton, 
shaped the Daily Telegraph as “forthright, brash and sceptical”. Former 
Telegraph feature writer and author Ron McKie is quoted as saying 
that during the 940s and early 1950s the Daily and Sunday Telegraphs 
represented one of  the four “golden ages” of  Australian journalism. 
By the end of  World War II, Consolidated Press was one of  30 
applicants for a commercial television licence, and by 1956 the 
inaugural TCN 9 broadcast made Bruce Gyngell the first presenter 
seen on Australian television. Packer was 49-years-old and grounded 
in print when TCN went to air; perhaps that is why “… television was 
new and somewhat alien; it was also more difficult to interfere with 
than newspapers. Packer was either oblivious to, or contemptuous of, 
the chaos resulting from his meddling with television.” For example, 
he twice ordered the station to interrupt a movie to show dinner 
guests his horse winning at Randwick. In 1960 Packer acquired GTV-9 
in Melbourne for a two-city network; in 1964 shareholders received a 
20 percent dividend for the sixth year in a row. Frank Packer sold the 
Daily and Sunday Telegraphs to Rupert Murdoch in 1972. He died in 
1974 and it is with that The House of  Packer finishes.
Griffen-Foley not only records the growth of  the Packer empire 
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and the deals behind it, but provides an insight into some key issues 
of  the period. Industrial relations and the journalists’ and printers’ 
strikes of  1944, 1955, 1967, and 1972 are covered, as is the alarm 
of  the Australian Journalists Association in 1950 when Consolidated 
Press journalists were asked “Are you a member of  the Communist 
Party?” The careers and personalities of  journalists who played key 
roles on Packer publications, such as George Warnecke, who set out in 
1933 to make an important newspaper for women with the Australian 
Women’s Weekly, Brian Penton, the intellectual and outspoken editor 
of  the Daily Telegraph through its glory years of  the 1940s, and David 
McNicoll, the upper-crust, elegant and conservative editor-in-chief  all 
ACP publications except The Bulletin from 1953 on, are all reviewed. 
Frank Packer’s political views too are explored; from his respect for, 
and partnership with, Ted Theodore, a Queensland ALP Treasurer 
and Premier and Federal ALP Treasurer, to his support for Liberal 
politicians such as Prime Minister Robert Menzies and New South 
Wales Premier Robert Askin. 
Frank Packer grew more conservative as he aged, but at the same 
time appears to have been influenced by the people around him; 
from the liberalism of  Penton to the conservatism of  McNicoll. His 
overriding interest was the development of  his business. Hired by 
David McNicoll, I joined the Daily Telegraph as a copyboy in the last 
years of  Packer’s ownership. The last of  the reporters mentioned by 
Griffen-Foley were then strong figures in the crowded and scruffy 
Castlereagh Street Telegraph newsroom — at times the target of  action 
by the Australian Journalists Association because of  its poor facilities. 
To a copyboy those reporters were big, determined figures; police 
roundsman Ced Culbert, always in a dark suit and hat, looking and 
sounding like a tough 1960s detective himself  and given to long 
meetings with contacts in pubs. And the investigative journalists Bob 
Bottom and Tony Reeves, a different generation to Ced, prepared 
to challenge authority, probing the links and connections behind 
Sydney deal-making and deeply committed to exposing organised 
crime. The presence of  Frank Packer oozed through the building. 
His intervention, illustrated by Griffen-Foley in the book from an 
incident a few years earlier “He would look at the page proofs and 
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scream at whoever was there ‘What the HELL are you doing …’”, 
was still feared by the staff. 
Older employees would also speak of  the generosity discussed in 
the book “Examples of  Frank Packer’s paternalism are legendary … 
(he) sent a consumptive employee to a Blue Mountains sanatorium 
to convalesce, paid university expenses for young members of  staff  
… retained old and loyal employees to do token jobs.” But somehow 
the character of  the man, big and dark, determined to look after 
his interests and have his way, clannish even, that I remember from 
Castlereagh Street is only lightly sketched in the book. Perhaps that 
is because The House of  Packer is about the company, not Sir Frank 
himself. Griffen-Foley has since written a biography of  Frank Packer, 
which had not hit the bookstalls at the time of  my writing this review. 
No doubt more personal material will appear in that book to give 
readers a sense of  the man. I’ll look forward to reading the new 
book as a companion volume because the Packer companies and 
the family are inseparable; the Packers are their business and the 
business is the Packers. 
— Nigel McCarthy
University of  Queensland 
What Are Journalists For?
Jay Rosen
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999, 352pp. $58.50
As I sat down to write this review, the closest US Presidential election in decades is still undecided. Was the election so close 
because voters could see no differences between the candidates? How 
good a job did the media do in explaining where the differences and 
similarities between them and their parties really lay? Why, despite a 
higher voter turnout than in the last federal election, did a hundred 
million eligible citizens still not vote? These are the sorts of  questions 
that prompted the movement known as public or civic journalism, 
a movement the roots of  which Jay Rosen traces back to another 
presidential election, featuring another George Bush, opposing 
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Michael Dukakis in 1988. It was a disgraceful campaign, characterised 
by “issues” manufactured to meet newsroom routines of  election 
coverage. This book is a story of  the emergence and (continuing) 
development of  public journalism. I say “a” story, not “the” story 
because Rosen, associate professor in the Department of  Journalism 
and Mass Communication at New York University and one of  the 
founders and advocates of  the movement, has published extensively 
on its history throughout the 1990s2 and this book suffers to some 
extent both from repetition and structurally (one reviewer has 
been unkind enough to call it “meanderings”3 but I think that is 
a bit harsh).
The book is divided into four parts. The first describes the origins 
and “revelation” of  public journalism (a name it did not receive until 
1993, at least four years after it first emerged as an idea), while the 
second section gives examples of  public journalism in practice, most 
of  which were initiated by provincial newspapers, such as the Wichita 
Eagle, San Jose Mercury News, or the Virginian-Pilot. The third part 
details reactions to public journalism, especially from the large media 
centres such as New York and Washington, and the final section, 
called “Lessons”, considers what public journalism has so far taught 
and accomplished.
Public journalism calls for a redefinition of  the way journalists do 
what they do (and hence what they are “for”). This redefinition may 
take many forms in practice but it must begin with a reorientation 
of  the perspective from which journalists view issues, events and, 
most importantly, the reading public (or listening or viewing public, 
although this is very much a newspaper-based movement). For the 
source of  these ideas, Rosen harks back to the debate that took place 
in the mid-1920s between Walter Lippmann and John Dewey, around 
the relationship between the press and the public. Where Lippmann 
saw the public as needing to have its interests identified and managed 
by “a specialist class” (journalists), Dewey argued that the public is 
capable of  managing its own interests, provided it has the opportunity 
to engage in “conversation about issues in the news”, that is to 
participate actively in community life. Lippmann’s was the perspective 
that journalism adopted and that it has been reluctant to change. 
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Dewey’s vision, argue the proponents of  public journalism, is 
the healthier one both for public life and for the profession of  
journalism. 
These philosophical-cultural inspirations for public journalism 
came after the unpalatable facts, of  shrinking newspaper readerships 
and related evidence that Americans were becoming more and more 
disillusioned with the mass media. In 1967, around 73 percent 
of  adults reported buying and reading a daily paper; by 1988 that 
percentage was down to 51. These sorts of  figures led James K. 
Batten, the president of  the Knight-Ridder newspaper chain, to seek 
out Jay Rosen early in 1990 and invite him to participate in a meeting 
of  newspaper editors in Miami. Out of  their deliberations and the 
actions of  two newspaper editors, Davis “Buzz” Merrit of  the Wichita 
Eagle, and Jack Swift of  the Columbus Ledger-Enquirer, the seeds of  
public journalism were sown. From a series of  articles examining the 
future of  the small city of  Columbus, Georgia, the Ledger-Enquirer 
moved to organising public meetings, and out of  these came a citizen 
group calling itself  United Beyond 2000. To Rosen, these events 
seemed to epitomise what John Dewey meant by “the imperative of  
public talk at the local level (p.30). For some journalists, what the 
Wichita Eagle and the Ledger-Enquirer did went too far, endangering 
journalistic independence. 
Rosen does a good job — albeit in a way that is scattered 
throughout the book rather than in one concentrated section — of  
making it clear just how challenging the notion of  public journalism is 
to key traditional journalistic or news values. He contrasts the tenets 
of  objectivity, balance, detachment, with the “getting involved” 
that public journalism requires, and for which it has been chastised 
most strongly by its critics, among them some of  the most respected 
journalists in the profession. Rosen also contrasts his own position 
as an academic with that of  the professional journalists adventurous 
enough to try to embrace the experimental forms of  public journalism. 
For an academic, everything is “worth thinking about” and it is hard 
to imagine an article costing him or her their job. But for journalists, 
it requires real courage to let go of  “mastery”, as Rosen describes 
the San Jose Mercury News doing, for example, when it held a series 
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of  public forums on the issue of  affirmative action and “succeeded 
in taking an artificially clear picture of  public opinion, drawn mainly 
from public opinion data, and making it less clear” (p.106, italics in 
original). This is what happens when the ritual coverage of  politics, 
the “predisposition” to look for “sides”, are reconsidered in favour 
of  seeking out new ways of  depicting the public and new ways 
of  imagining the audience. The chapters in which Rosen presents 
case studies in public journalism and the experience of  individual 
journalists (Part 2, Chapters 3 and 5) are particularly evocative of  
the sense in which public journalism represents a heroic project, 
idealistic and brave.
Against this must be considered the criticisms levelled against 
public journalism, the nature of  which I have already indicated: 
principally that it represents a dangerous inversion of  the relationship 
between press and public, one in which journalists do the public’s 
bidding instead of  pursuing a higher duty to the truth, informed by 
professional knowledge. The arguments Rosen quotes, journalists 
made indignant or alarmed by examples of  public journalism, display 
a surprisingly Reithian conception of  public service (give the public 
something better than what it thinks it wants), coming from senior 
journalists in the land of  the equal and the free. Expressed in less 
patrician terms, the argument goes that the role of  journalism is to 
expose problems, not try to solve them, to explain issues not take 
moral positions on them; to do otherwise is a threat to the credibility 
of  journalism. Other disparagements of  public journalism include 
that it is a gimmick to try to win back disaffected readers, and a 
marketing ploy to increase share and boost flagging advertising 
revenue. Rosen’s response to this is, in Australian terms: give it a fair 
go. The “spirit of  experiment” he says, has a long and honourable 
tradition in American democracy and, importantly, the forms of  
journalism are far from fixed. Elsewhere, Rosen has recently described 
the method of  public journalism in terms that align it with both 
grounded theory and action research (“at each step of  the experiment, 
problems arise, more workable approaches are found, reflection is 
required … and the work of  reform moves gradually along”)4.
By coincidence, I read this book soon after finishing Margo 
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Kingston’s account of  the Pauline Hanson-One Nation campaign5. 
Kingston’s disillusionment as a journalist with the “the media’s 
complicity … in the gamesmanship”(p.x) of  political campaigns is 
loud and clear. Equally, she is fascinated by the naïve directness of  
Hanson’s “refusal to manage her relationship with the media” (p.30), 
writing repeatedly of  how disconcerting Hanson’s behaviour was 
to the political journalists attempting to cover her campaign. What 
might a public journalism approach to Hanson and One Nation have 
looked like? Kingston’s book is the closest we have, in the candour 
of  the journalist’s reactions, especially the “loss of  mastery” she felt. 
Unlike public journalism, however, Off  The Rails does not seek to 
involve the public in identifying the questions and discussing the 
answers. Kingston documents her encounter with the phenomenon 
of  a public distanced from the media, people unable to see themselves 
as having anything in common with journalists who, professionalised, 
insist on retaining their “objectivity”, their distance from their 
audiences.
Distance from the audience is something fewer and fewer 
journalists will enjoy, the wider the use of  the Internet grows. There 
can be no “presumed outsider” (audience) listening to the “insider” 
(journalist) in online journalism. Online journalism does not have 
to invite the audience in; they are already there. The Internet has 
been hailed as an inherently egalitarian medium, with the potential to 
“enhance democracy” by virtue of  the fact that it enables all those 
with access to it to participate in public conversation. It has to be 
asked then: “when everyone takes part in public discourse directly, do 
we still need professional journalists?”6. At a time when the distinction 
between the professional and the amateur in all production fields, not 
only journalism, is in question, to ask “What are journalists for?” is 
relevant indeed. Unfortunately, Rosen does not consider the role the 
Internet might play in his idea of  public journalism.
— Anne Dunn
University of  Western Sydney
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Sir Frank Packer: The Young Master
Bridget Griffen-Foley
Sydney: HarperCollins, 2000, xv + 396pp. $45
When Sir Frank Packer sold the mastheads of  the Daily Telegraph and the Sunday Telegraph to Rupert Murdoch for $15 million in 
June 1972, it sounded a note of  doom for two friends who lived in 
the one Sydney suburb, Sir William McMahon and Sir Frank himself. 
McMahon, who had become Prime Minister the previous year, told 
Packer, “Frank, I think that ends our prospects for the election.” 
Labor returned to power in December 1972 after Whitlam defeated 
McMahon. With his newspapers sold, Sir Frank maintained his 
36-year routine and went into work six days a week and “sat sullenly 
in his dark and solemn office, unable to demand that an article be 
rewritten, order a special editorial or complain about the appearance 
of  a girl’s navel in a photograph”. It was clear to all who knew 
him, says Bridget Griffen-Foley in her biography of  Sir Frank, that 
the sales of  the Telegraphs would be the end of  him. One of  his 
secretaries said they would take 10 years off  his life. He was dead 
within 22 months.
Frank Packer has had a previous biographer, R.S. Whitington, 
who was a sports reporter on his newspapers. I read that book, Sir 
Frank: The Frank Packer Story, about 25 years ago and its uncritical 
tones are still remembered. Griffen-Foley, armed with a PhD thesis 
that focused on the Packer empire (and gave rise to the book 
reviewed elsewhere in this journal), was the right person to tackle a 
dispassionate, scholarly biography of  a media tycoon whose memory 
still engenders stories today. I offer this opinion despite some adverse 
reviews from journalists such as Denis O’Brien, a former Packer 
employee, and Paul Barry, author of  The rise and rise of  Kerry Packer. 
Griffen-Foley was attacked for letting the facts speak for themselves 
and not lashing out with strong opinions about a man who engendered 
such strong feelings. Barry virtually accused her of  doing the 
impossible and writing a boring book about Sir Frank. But Barry 
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was possibly more interested in writing an entertaining than a 
balanced review.
This brings us to the following question: what should we expect 
from a biography of  a man who wielded such power in his media 
empire (newspapers, television and magazines) and who was perceived 
as a powerbroker on the political scene? Obviously some journalists 
expect it to be loaded with ripping yarns, a string of  anecdotes that 
will leave them bent double. Griffen-Foley does produce many of  the 
interesting anecdotes about Packer, but she takes the trouble to verify 
them and to state her sources. She makes them credible. Historians 
expect Griffen-Foley to do what she has done: to gather the evidence 
solidly and persistently to enable the story of  Packer’s life to be told 
within the social, political and media context of  the times in which 
he lived and operated. And to document her sources. (The rich 
veins of  sources, which give the book such authority, help lead 
reviewer O’Brien to use the term “a most scholarly account” as, 
apparently, a pejorative.)
This wide-ranging book takes us back to roots of  the Packer 
family in Reading, Berkshire, and vaguer origins in the Cotswolds 
where the Packers were packers of  wool: they raised sheep, shore 
them, packed their wool into sacks and transported it to markets on 
the backs of  horses and mules. The Packers from whom Sir Frank 
is descended came to Australia — to Tasmania, in fact —in 1852. 
There, Robert Clyde Packer, Frank’s father, grew up and began his 
journalism career on the Tasmanian News, Hobart, in 1900. Two years 
later he went north and eventually worked on papers in Dubbo and 
Coffs Harbour, New South Wales, and Townsville, Queensland. 
(Griffen-Foley has relied on some secondary sources here that have 
misled her: she wrongly states that the Dubbo Liberal’s origins can 
be traced to 1874; and that the Townsville Bulletin became the first 
daily in Queensland. The Liberal began in 1887, with no other roots; 
and Rockhampton’s Morning Bulletin became the first Queensland 
provincial daily in 1873.) R.C. Packer put the first Packer imprint 
on the Sydney media in 1908 when he accepted a position on 
the Sunday Times. From there, Griffen-Foley traces the careers of  
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this Packer and his son, Douglas Frank Hewson Packer, who was 
born in 1906.
The Smith’s Weekly episode, involving the triumvirate of  Sir James 
Joynton-Smith, Claude McKay and R.C. Packer, and other events 
in the 1920s help provide a rich backdrop for the emergence of  
Frank Packer as a ruthless media operator. Griffen-Foley provides 
fascinating insights into such events as the emergence and demise 
of  the World, the Labor newspaper launched on 26 October 1931 
with Monty Grover as editor. The eventual closure of  the World was 
allied with an agreement by E.G. Theodore and Frank Packer not 
to proceed with a plan to launch a penny evening daily to compete 
with the Sun. This deal earned young Frank a fortune during the 
depression and provides a fascinating insight into the negotiating 
skills that Packer developed and was exposed to in his younger years. 
This sort of  context — which may not excite a Barry or an O’Brien 
— helps the reader understand the way Packer cunningly turned 
Rupert Murdoch’s cleverly-gained 25 per cent interest in Consolidated 
Press’s TCN-9, Sydney, into a less than attractive holding (p.278). 
Murdoch soon sold his interest, at a loss.
Griffen-Foley presents a balanced portrait of  Frank Packer. She 
describes how he treated George Warnecke, the man who had the idea 
for the Australian Women’s Weekly. After considering selling the idea to 
a number of  publishers, Warnecke took the Women’s Weekly dummy 
to Frank Packer in early 1933. “This decision,” writes Griffen-Foley, 
“was to consolidate Packer’s wealth, create the foundations of  a major 
media empire — and break Warnecke’s heart.” Packer was less than 
fair to Warnecke over the years, even though Warnecke had produced 
the idea that gave him the basis for his media empire. Griffen-Foley 
lets the facts tell this story, just as on other occasions she ventures an 
opinion. In 1934, for instance, she describes Frank Packer as already 
being “an interventionist, imperious and fiery proprietor”. Griffen 
Foley also presents the human side. When Sir Frank returned to work 
after the death of  Gretel, his first wife, his secretary remarked, “Oh 
dear — life’s not the same any more, is it?” Sir Frank put his head on 
her shoulder and burst into tears.
Yet this man, Frank Packer, remains an enigma. From the evidence 
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presented, he was a lousy father, an unfaithful husband, a boss 
who could sack you one night and be prepared to take you back — 
probably after some persuasion from editor-in-chief  David McNicoll 
— the next day. His mood swings and dictatorial behaviour must 
have been extremely difficult to withstand if  you were one of  his 
executives. The very people who could have provided some of  the 
best insights would not, it seems, talk — out of  loyalty to the Packer 
family, which refused to make available the Consolidated Press 
archives to Griffen-Foley. Taking into account the obstacles she 
faced, Griffen-Foley has achieved something that few writers in 
Australia have attempted: a credible, balanced biography of  a 
media tycoon who wielded enormous power in a colourful era of  
Australian history.
— Rod Kirkpatrick
University of  Queensland
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